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Steps to Change Podcast: Episode 9

Allen: Hello and welcome to this episode of Steps To Change, the podcast where we explore learning
and development topics, organizational behaviour change, and practical ways to inspire people to
act differently through the lens of our Steps To Change model: See It, Own It, Change It, and Live It.
On this episode, we're exploring the subject of psychological safety. We'll start by getting a shared
understanding of what psychological safety is, explore ways to develop a culture where it's at the
heart of the workplace, and share insights on how the idea can support a more inclusive culture. | am
your host, Allen Liedkie, and I'm joined on this episode by Elisa Criado.

Welcome back, Elisa. For those listeners who might not know you, Elisa, remind them of who you are
and what you do at Steps and any insights you want to share on the topic today.

Elisa: I'm a client relationship director at Steps, so | look after a lot of the various programmers that
we do for our clients. I've been working at Steps for, | think, it's going to be seven years in July, so it's
been quite a while now. And | started off my, professional life as a psychologist and then trained as
an actor like many of us at Steps. So it kind of all comes together for me in the work that we do. And
I'm based, in the Netherlands, so I'm talking to you from Delft, which is a small town between the
Hague and Rotterdam.

Allen: Okay, Elisa. Before we break this down from the Steps to Change model, let's spend a little bit
of time just getting a shared understanding of what psychological safety is. And if | could be really
honest, when | first started hearing this word, the things that conjured up in my mind were me in a
psychiatrist office sharing all my fears. And | know that's not what it is, but you know, | have to be
honest, that's kind of what comes to mind. So what is it actually?

Elisa: | can totally understand that that's your association with it. | think it probably was mine to begin
with as well, because it's a bit of a funny term in a way: it sounds super broad, Psychological Safety,
and actually my understanding of the term anyway is that it is a lot more specific than that name
implies. So, it isn’t as you say, it's not about being each other's therapist and being nice to each other
at the time and agreeing on everything. | suppose the way to define it would be to say it is the belief
that my voice is welcome. So it's very specifically about voice and speaking out, that | can bring in
work relevant ideas or concerns or a view that differs from my boss's view without the risk of being
humiliated or shouted down or things like that. And it's being confident that | can be candid or even
that it's expected of me to do that and to contribute in an honest way.

And to describe sort of a team where psychological safety is high it's where we are willing to take
what are called interpersonal risks, and those are risks of being seen in a negative light by others. So
you know, where we might worry that we might come across as stupid or disruptive, etcetera, so if
I'm make a mistake or | see others making mistakes or being on the verge of making mistakes, then
I'll speak out because | understand that around here that's what's valued, that's what expected of
me.
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Allen: But if you can create that space where, you know, anybody can show up with their ideas, how
much more engaged would a workforce be or how much more creative might they be in terms of
work output and citizenship and all that kind of good stuff?

Elisa: Yeah. And that sort of ties into your earlier question about why people care about this right
now or why should the workplace care about psychological safety? And the argument around that is
that the reality of work now, you know, it is described often as being volatile, uncertain, complex,
and ambiguous so that the VUCA world, and it's very rare in the way that we work now, that all the
necessary information to complete a task is in one person's head. So we are increasingly specialized
and you'll need to hear from others to get the full picture into, solve for whatever it is that you're
solving for. And | believe the estimate is that we spend about 50% more time collaborating now than
we did 20 years ago.

And then in addition to the knowledge being spread out across the bunch of different brains, the
knowledge is always because of the speed of change. So we have to be constantly learning and in
order to be learning, this is where the psychological safety comes in, we need that safety because we
need to be able to fail quite obviously and quickly; so everybody needs to know, okay, that didn't
work, so that we can very quickly learn from that and keep going if that makes.

Allen: Absolutely. One of the reasons | was excited to have you on this episode, Elisa, was last year
at our Global Steps Together, those are our kind of annual retreats where we all get together as an
organization, you did a presentation on psychological safety, and it was a real eye-opener for me, in
several ways. But | guess if you feel you can do this in a sort of concise way because you did such a
great presentation with lots of depth, what were the kind of key tenets you can share from that in
this conversation?

Elisa: We're a work from anywhere company, that's our context, and part of making that work is that
we come together a few times a year to connect for a couple of days and we call those our Steps
Togethers. And in one of the plenary sessions last year during a UK and Europe Steps Together, a stuff
came up around the newer members of staff who had joined since we started working remotely, not
feeling fully heard or deeply listened to and having quite a different sense of how okay it is to make
mistakes in our team compared to those of, you know, like you and me who have been around for a
while and thought it's totally fine to fail around here. That view was quite different.

So | thought it was really important to understand this better. So I'll pop my copy of the Fearless
Organization, which by the way is a book that | would recommend people to read if they want to find
out a bit more in depth about what psychological safety is. It's by Amy Edmondson, she's the
Professor of Leadership and Management at Harvard Business School, and she's been one of the key
researchers to get into the concept of psychological safety or to get it, let's say, more into the
limelight.

So anyway, | had a read of the book and had some good conversations with people who had brought
things up and then started to plan this session, and as part of that, measured the level of
psychological safety across our global teams because that was part of us, and we'll come to this later
probably seeing where we are at with that.
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And in terms of the takeaways, you asked me, | suppose what | think people found valuable is when
we spoke about what psychological safety is not. And you and | have spoken about what does it really
mean to safe and that what we are not saying is that we are taking away all anxiety that exists in the
working world because we can't, and the nature of work is currently that there is a lot of uncertainty
and we don't know if our jobs are secure and all of that stuff, and we still need to have high
performance standards.

So that creating psychological safety is not taking any of that away. And interestingly, and I'm veering
slightly off what happened during our session, but during other sessions that I've delivered from quite
senior leaders, I've had this question of do we have to feel safe all the time? And | think it comes from
the sense that a bit of anxiety might be motivating in some context. So, for example, a deadline can
be motivating or the worry that you might not get it right for a client, that might make you put in a
bit more effort. So leaders think, well, we need a bit of that.

But | think being scared of your boss or your teammate's reaction is not the kind of anxiety that you
want. And that's that specifically is the psychological safety part.

Allen: Well, that transitions us really nicely into the ‘See It’ part of the Steps To Change model. So
one of the things that's curious about exploring psychological safety and the way that we do at Steps
through experiential learning, through drama-based scenario learning, through group discussion, it's
almost kind of impossible to show psychological safety if you get what | mean? It's a concept rather
than oh, here is the feedback model that you can follow. You can't sit up and go, okay, now we're
going to show you what psychological safety looks like.

But you have to do that through how people communicate with each other, the ways that they're
engaging with people. So you really have to do it through behavioural lens. And | guess what I'm
getting at is, in some way our methodology is almost a perfect fit for having good quality
conversations around psychological safety and how to develop that in a workplace. So Elisa, how do
we encourage that ‘See It’ piece when we're talking about this in sessions?

Elisa: Well, it's interesting that you say that it's not behavioural. | mean, it's something that exists in
people's heads, their perceived level of psychological safety. But what causes that is the behaviour
of people in the team and the behaviour of the boss and behaviour of their peers. So that's something
that really lends itself well to being shown in the form of drama and those subtleties and those
nuances and the context which | think you need to fully understand it.

And to give some examples, | suppose what does it look like to ask really good questions in a meeting,
for example, not leading questions or rhetorical ones, but genuine questions where you invite that
participation. And then if somebody does contribute, how do you respond to that in a constructive
way and in a way that will invite people to contribute next time as well and then not hold back? And
some of the stuff around positioning yourself as a person who doesn’t have all the answers, which is
situational humility, which by the way, | love because | think that term has been introduced to call it
situational humility, to make sure that some leaders who are very much feel like they do have all the
answers and they're absolutely brilliant can still feel that it's not just them being humble, it's really
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the situation that calls for it, which is back to that sort of VUCA world and we can't possibly have all
the answers.

So yeah, | think the drama can. We can see played out what those subtleties are in behaviours and
what the impact is of what scene may be on the surface quite small things that are said or done.

Allen: A couple of things jump out at me for what you just talked about there is if in a scenario a
leader is engaging with someone that they have an affinity bias towards someone that they're more
comfortable with, we’ll be able to see that that leader is probably more in tune with what that
individual contributor is bringing to the meeting and tuning into them more.

And maybe by doing that, they are not necessarily consciously not giving as much attention to
someone else that they don't have as the same connection with and so there we can really highlight
within the participants within the session to say this action here it's quite subtle, it's probably
subconscious, but it's actually creating a lack of psychological safety with those other people in the
team. And so therefore, we can then start to extrapolate the impact it can have on team dynamics
and output and all that kind of good stuff.

Elisa: Yeah, yeah and | think it's a super interesting and logical link to inclusive leadership and
inclusion in general. And just to say that psychological safety is absolutely sort of the underpinning
of all of that good stuff and at the same time is not sufficient to solve for any DE&I challenges, you'd
need more targeted work in tandem with creating a psychologically safe space. But it does have a
huge impact, especially on people who find themselves in the margins within an organization.

Allen: Reflecting back on the session that you led, Elisa, one of the kind of ‘aha’ moments for me on
my personal journey to owning it and what have you was | feel like | can just show up to Steps and
share my mind and kind of speak out and all that kind of good stuff, but that's not the case for
everyone else. And so it was a real kind of outbreak of clarity that the people that | was speaking to
in my breakout groups just had a very different view of psychological safety within Steps, which was
a real eye-opener for me.

Elisa: Yes. And what you're referring to is sort of the good conversations that we had as a team where
those things came up. In terms of the actual levels of psychological safety, | ran a short survey, it's a
seven-question survey, which you can find in the book that | mentioned earlier, and | think we did
pretty well. | mean, we didn't benchmark against anything because we just want to be completely
psychologically safe. There's no sort of, what is the level of interpersonal fear that you accepted your
organization's? Strange question to ask, right. But that was okay.

And what's really interesting is that it was also proof of concept that it was shared. So we sliced the
data according to tenure, according to job role, etcetera, and there wasn't much of a difference. So
that just goes to show that psychological safety, everyone kind of feels it, you're in the same water
as it were.
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But what you're referring to is super interesting because yes, we just assume that where we are
coming from in terms of our comfort level in making mistakes and being open about that or even
speaking about somebody else's mistake, etcetera, that that's not necessarily where somebody else
is coming from. It's called, | think the term is Naive Realism, that we think that we see the world as it
actually is. And that's something that especially for leaders, it's pretty important to kind of realize
that's not the case.

Allen: | think to build on that doing a similar thing in our programming where we either through a
vox pop or share back research, however we play that back through the scenarios and holding up
that mirror to the organization, it's a really powerful, and it's actually a key moment, | think, in this
Steps To Change journey because I'm sure there will be people with that ‘naive realism’ concept of
what their organization is like. And if we're really gonna get traction and move the needle into a more
positive space for more psychological safety, we have to break that naive realism concept for them,
because if they don't think that there's a problem, then they're not going to be as engaged in the
next part of the Steps To Change process to really bring about that change that's going to support
the wider population.

Elisa: Yeah, absolutely. So that's ‘See It’ piece is so important in terms of shifting people's mindsets
around it. And the survey, because also, it is pretty, short and it's robust and it's been tried and tested,
it is quite good as well: you just show the data and especially people who need a bit of data to get on
board with stuff.

Allen: So building on that, so in the session, we've got people on board with it, they realize there's
some things that need to shift within their culture, within the way that they interact with each other,
so they've seen it. we now start to move into the ‘Own It’ phase, what's happening for participants
on their learning journey within the ‘Own It’ phase when we talk about psychological safety?

Elisa: The difference between the ‘See It and the ‘Own It’ is that you see the part that you can play
within it and that you're part of the solution, you're part of the problem. And the way that it might
play out in a Step session, but | really love the hot seating, the thing that happens with hot seating.
And for people who don't know exactly what that is, it's an opportunity for the participants to speak
directly to the characters that they've just watched behaving in certain ways.

So they find out what's going on for the characters, but they're also in a sense in dialogue with
themselves. So that from sort of almost a therapy perspective to me is pretty cool and interesting.
And in debating with themselves, they start to take that opposite point of view maybe. And that has
the impact of shifting mindsets or can have the impact of shifting mindsets and discussion as well. So
not just talking to the characters, but talking with one another around what they've seen, what they
noticed, and doing the self-reflection on, okay, so where am actually am | at? And being honest
around all do | see the importance of this?

And also if you were to track yourself against, for example, a leadership toolkit in this space of

psychological safety, what are the things that I'm already doing? Am | already responding
productively when people bring me stuff? Am | setting the scene appropriately? Am | making it super
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clear that | don't have all the answers and all of that stuff? You can figure out where you are at and
therefore what still needs to change.

In the hot seating, they change or there's a shift that happens within those characters that is, |
suppose, accelerated a little bit artificially, but it does allow for the participants to see both what's
getting in the way. So what are the mindset barriers or practical constraints that are in the way for
these people in their journey towards becoming great in this case at demonstrating psychological
safety or building that culture. And at the same time as they shift, they role model more ideal
behaviours of that humility and of admitting that they were were wrong and wanting to take some
steps without immediately being perfect and acknowledging that you know, it's a long journey and
it's not going to be easy.

Allen: And if we've done our job well in a session, right at the start we create a sense of psychological
safety, right? So we do this probably in pretty much every program we deliver, even if it's not on
psychological safety. As facilitators of the content, we need to set up a space where we are standing
up saying we are not the experts, we are here to have a good quality conversation on the subject
matter, we're on a learning journey. All that kind of important scene setting and tone setting so that
in this learning space, people feel psychological safe, to practice new things, to take those risks, to
make mistakes, all knowing that this is part of the process and it's actually celebrated when they
engage in that way.

Elisa: Yeah, absolutely. Right. | think as a facilitator you do a lot of that scene setting and also
modelling how you can express appreciation, for example, when somebody comes up with an idea
however brilliant or not brilliant it is. And | guess that's what we're asking leaders to do in a sense as
well, is some of that facilitative work and scene setting.

Allen: But if we are in these sessions, and it is a belief that the organization wants to encourage
psychological safety wherever you're at on that spectrum of the journey, we need to help people
start to Change It, right? Because it's all well and good if they have this awareness, but how do they
develop is the crucial part of this process. So as we move into ‘Change It’, what are the things that
are typically coming out of sessions that really support people's understanding of what they need to
change?

Elisa: | think there are certain things that you could put on a handout, for example, to say this is good
practice, this is how you can create psychological safety, where are you now and sort of monitor
yourself on these points. And people can be pretty self-led in that, | suppose. And then there are
some aspects that really need to be practiced in order to be mastered. And to me that's around
listening skills.

It is incredibly hard and weirdly so, | think, for people to ask open questions and, and not just one,
but to continue rather than trying to lead people down the path that they kind of see in front of them
and their solution that they have in mind by leading questions or things like that. And so practicing
that and then...
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Allen: Just for our, listeners out there, Elisa, could you give examples of what an open question is
versus a leading question?

Elisa: Yeah, sure. So open questions are questions that start with how, where, what, who, technically
why, although why it can be quite an unhelpful question, you might want to rephrase that to sort of
what's behind or what are the reasons, etcetera. Whereas closed question, in a very sort of technical
way definition, questions you can answer with a yes or no, and there's definitely a place for closed
questions if you want to just check something, that you're on the right track or that you've
understood something, your summary is correct, etcetera. But they can also be used in leading ways.

So, for example, do you think you should be spending more time speaking to your direct reports?
That implies that | think that you, Allen, should be doing that rather than, | suppose a more coaching
style where you would genuinely get the other person to do the thinking work about what the
solution might be.

And the same if we want to foster creativity or we want to create that feedback culture, it is around
suspending your judgment and not letting your opinion of stuff kind of leak into the conversation too
much and staying more open for longer. And those are things that you can absolutely practice with
an active facilitator really well.

So the questions, and then also what do you then do with the answers to those questions? How do
you really listen deeply and give that person the sense that you appreciate that they've come to you
with this? And that doesn't mean you have to agree or be happy about what they've just told you.
Absolutely not. You know, you can have your opinion and you can also express it. But the first
response to the bad news, if it is bad news, should be a positive one: thank you for bringing this to
me. | appreciate you telling me about this so that you're reinforcing it and it's more likely to happen
again.

Allen: So right there is a really, practical everyday thing that people can change. Like how are you
asking your questions to people? Because recognizing how it makes you feel or it might make them
feel when you flip it from open to closed, is a really, really great insight there, Elisa.

Elisa: And the funny thing is it sounds like, it just sounds like something simple. It sounds so obvious,
and yet in practice it's really hard to do because you are adding the context of you do know a lot
about this subject matter and you do have opinions on it, and that makes it hard. So that's sort of like
the, yeah, you need that masterclass and the practice in actually doing and doing and doing so that
it becomes a habit.

Allen: A thing closer related to that, which is also an important part of psychological safety, skill
building is listening, as you've just said, but also building empathy with people. Because we can listen
all day long, but if we're not really empathetic to who's across from us, then we're not truly tuning in
to kind of where they're at at the moment.

And | guess what's sort of connected to this in my mind is, so going back to with the presentation you
led last year at the retreat, a kind of realization where | was out on my journey in terms of ‘Own It’
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was going well, | feel totally cool to walk into any meeting and just share my ideas and | don't care if
people like them or not, or if they're rubbish, I'm just going to do it because that's how | know to kind
of work in this space. And | thought you know, all of Steps was like that. But then hearing very clearly
from that research and then in our breakout groups hearing from people going like, | would never
feel that way, like | just don't want to even go there, if you can start to empathize with those
individuals who are in that space, how can you then tune in to help building that confidence and
psychological safety where they can start to show up in the same way that we would hope that they
could across the organization?

Elisa: Yeah. And you've actually made me think of a really important point, which is so you’re relating
kind of your experience of being able to speak out to your personality and who you are as a person.
And if you have a psychologically safe space, it actually doesn't matter whether you are extroverted
or introverted or how you personally usually are in terms of how much space you take up speaking,
everybody in that environment will be okay speaking up. So it's not kind of you need a team full of
extroverts to have that.

And also, the baggage that people take with them from their previous experiences is not to be
underestimated. So we kind of go, well, we've got this lovely culture at Steps, what's the problem?
And it takes a long time for people who have been, | mean, traumatized is a big word probably
overused, but who have been affected by previous experiences where they've been responded to
really negatively when they made a mistake or when they voice an idea that somebody else didn't
like, etcetera, that takes time to realize, okay, we're in a different space now and, and it is safe.

And | was also thinking because you are American and some people bring up this point of culture and
is, are we asking with all this focus on voice, is this culturally leaning, | suppose? Can we ask this of
all cultures to speak up to their boss? Etcetera. And the general thinking | think on this is that it isn't
necessarily as easy in every culture, but that it should be aspired to... And there are examples, you
know, for example, Toyota in Japan where there really is a speed count, everybody contribute kind
of culture so that there is a precedent for that.

And | think about this, I'm going off on a tangent, we can talk about this another time, but | am
obviously in the Dutch culture where speaking out or being honest is like this super important value
and the norms, the way that we go about doing that is pretty specific. So there's a bit of learning
there around cultural sensitivity or, understanding or awareness or when you are trying to create this
climate of psychological safety and that it works differently for different people.

Allen: So, one of the curious challenges when looking at this subject matter from a global perspective,
because at Steps we do work globally, is how does a global organization create a shared value for
psychological safety through the recognition that this will be nuanced in different ways in cultures
around the world?

Elisa: Yeah, | think this is a really interesting point. | think that it's very important that people explain

why within their organization it is important to have the psychological safety. So why are we asking
people to give their voice and to speak out? And that differs. If you're dealing with an organization
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where people's lives are at risk, it’ll look, that explanation will look a little bit different to if you are
talking like in the creative industry, like we are, why is it important for innovation, etcetera.

And also linking that to the purpose, again, of the organization to say why does our work matter?
Who does it make a difference for? And restating that and linking the need for you as an individual
to contribute and to give your voice and hearing the diverse perspectives to that purpose so that you
are, you are motivating people to do that. And that is sort of at organizational level, the
communication that you can think about.

And something | haven't said yet and we haven't spoken about is that psychological safety actually
exists at team level. So even though the culture might have a certain, sorry the organization as a
whole might have a certain culture, you could have very different levels of psychological safety in
various teams because it's very local. So you are not going to solve the entire organization's level of
psychological safety. But of course, if you're doing it from the top, but you are setting the scene and
sort of you can frame the work within the need for psychological safety.

Allen: And that's really helpful because from a learner's perspective in a session is that we're not
asking an individual to change an entire workplace culture on their own. We're asking them to
recognize where they're at on their journey of developing psychological safety skillset, but then that
point of saying, well, this is how something we need to work on in our teams is a much more
achievable, | think, goal than thinking about the kind of greater huge culture of the organization.

So how do we help people, individuals, and teams, and then eventually feeding up into the
organization really Live It in terms of creating a culture of psychological safety?

Elisa: Yeah, | think this really is about having a, having good conversations with the client and
acknowledging what is possible from their side internally. Because in an ideal world, in the ‘Live It’
phase, you want to work towards them being completely independent of us. So not reliant on Steps
to keep that learning fresh, keep that going. So to design, and we'd be a part of thinking these things
through, designing clever ways in which we can keep the memory of those experiential sessions alive
and remind people of the commitments that they have made on an individual level or on a team
level, as Steps can play a part in that. We can create digital nudges that would pop up and remind
people, and there's even Al options to do that at the right point of need.

There's obviously the opportunity to coach people. So that could either be internally within the
organization or it could be externally to come in and go, how are things going? And maybe even do
the benefit of having actors as who are also coaches is that you can go back to that practice and go,
ah, | found that. | tried to do what we talked about, what | practised last time. But last week with
when | actually talked to a human being, it didn't quite go the way that | wanted to, so train it in
again.

And those practical skills and providing a clear toolkit, so to say, these are the things that we think
you should be regularly kind of reassessing where you are at with. Am | really doing this? Has it been
a while since | kind of spoke about the need to fail and why that's important in our team or in our
organization? And have | shown enough, have | been clear enough that we can always be learning
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more, be clear that it is, important that we are staying curious, etcetera? So that could be almost a
checklist that we would give people to help them ‘Live It’ in their work.

Allen: And also building on that digital reference you made, one of the things that | get excited about
in terms of solutions to really help continue the conversation and give people the chance to explore
practice in a psychologically safe place, the sort of branching conversation setup that we could create,
you watch a small or short video play out of a conversation or interaction from a team dynamic or
one-to-one and then the learner tried to pinpoint where maybe someone wasn't being as
psychologically safe as they could be or creating that space as well as they could, and then start to
choose branching paths.

Well, what if this character said this at this time? How might that change the way the situation plays
out? But if we can start to really give people ways through that toolkit that you talked about through
follow up, learning through coaching, maybe through creating action learning sets internally with
their own teams, for them to kind of reflect on what's going on, pinpoint the pressure points,
celebrate the successes, then in three, six months, a year down the line, when we look back at where
they were, then we should see that development where people feel more engaged, they feel they
can speak up. There is a culture where it's okay to make a mistake, and that's a celebrated thing or
what have you.

And a lot of this is Amy Edmondson's book that you talked about with really good ways to kind of
help your organization and your teams to continue to develop those things. So go away and definitely
read that when you get the opportunity.

Elisa: Yeah, yeah, definitely, I'd recommend it. And the survey is an obvious one again, to track how
you're doing. So again, do the before and the after and you can see at a team level whether what you
have attempted to change has actually had an impact.

Allen: Well, that's about all the time we have left for this episode. Thank you, Elisa, for joining us. It's
been a really engaging and thought-provoking discussion. And thank you, listeners, for joining us as
well. If you'd like to know more about Steps and Steps To Change, make sure to visit our website or
find us on LinkedIn or sign up to our newsletter. All the links will be in the show notes below.

If you're interested in how Steps could partner with your organization to support your needs, you can
send us an email or fill out the form online at www.stepsdrama.com. Is there a subject you'd like to
hear us explore? If so, reach out to us via email or on our socials and let us know. As always, thank
you to our production team, we couldn't do this without you. | am your host, Allen Liedkie, and we
look forward to you tuning in next episode where we'll be discussing mental health awareness in
ways to develop capabilities and identifying mental health challenges and having supportive and
effective conversations when someone might be dealing with a mental health challenge themselves
in the workplace.

Until next time, thank you. And remember, you too can See It, Own It, Change It, and Live It.
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