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Without It
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1 What Psychological Safety Is

A Property Of A Group Rather Than Of A Person
Every organization adopting AI is asking its people to be visibly bad at something in front of colleagues, to admit
when they do not understand, and to report their own mistakes quickly. Those three behaviors are the entire
mechanism of adoption. All three are impossible in an environment where being wrong is expensive.

This is not a soft consideration that sits alongside the technical work. It is the variable that determines whether
the technical work produces anything, and it is created or destroyed by almost everyone in the organization rather
than by leadership alone.

WO R K I N G  D E F I N I T I O N
Psychological safety is the shared belief that this is a place where you can say “I do not know,” “I made a
mistake,” or “I think this is wrong” without it costing you standing, opportunity, or security. It is a property
of a group rather than of a person, which means it can be built and it can be lost, sometimes within a
single meeting.

The term comes from Amy Edmondson’s research at Harvard Business School, where teams that reported more errors turned out to be the better
teams. They were not making more mistakes. They were surfacing them.

What It Is Not

It is not comfort.
Safe teams have harder conversations, not easier ones.
What is absent is the personal cost of having them.

It is not niceness.
Teams can be relentlessly polite and completely unsafe.
Politeness often functions as the mechanism for
avoiding the conversation.

It is not lowered standards.
It is the precondition for holding high ones honestly.
Standards without safety produce concealment, and
safety without standards produces complacency. The
work is to have both.

It is not a fixed trait.
It is not who your people are. It is what they have learned
to expect from this specific room, and it changes when
the expectations change.

© 2026 The Jonesi Consultancy. All rights reserved. Psychological Safety During AI Adoption · 2



2 Why This Is Paramount and Not Merely Pleasant

LEARNING
You cannot learn something you are pretending to already understand. Learning requires being visibly incompetent in
front of other people, repeatedly, for as long as it takes. Where that is unsafe, people study privately and slowly or they
do not study at all, and the organization concludes that its staff are resistant when what they are is careful.

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Development requires asking for feedback and then hearing it without defending. In unsafe environments people
manage their image instead of building capability, which is a rational choice when image is what gets rewarded.
Careers stall for reasons nobody ever says out loud, and the organization loses the growth it was paying for.

TAKING RISKS IN THE WORKPLACE
Every useful application of AI inside an organization began as somebody trying something that was not in their job
description. Unsafe environments select relentlessly for the safest available choice, which is to keep doing the work
exactly as it was done before. That is the precise opposite of what adoption requires.

Recovery Speed, And Why It Is A Business Number

RECOVERING WHEN YOU FALL SHORT
This is the one that matters most and gets discussed least. Everyone makes mistakes. The variable is not whether, it is
how fast the mistake surfaces and how quickly the person returns to full contribution. Where safety exists, a mistake
costs a day. Where it does not, it costs a quarter, and sometimes the person never fully comes back.

W H Y  R E C O V E R Y  S P E E D  I S  A  B U S I N E S S  N U M B E R
Confidential information pasted into an unapproved tool and reported within the hour is a problem you can
contain. The same paste reported a month later, because the person spent that month hoping it would not
matter, is an incident. The difference between those two outcomes is not the mistake. It is what the person
expected to happen when they told you.
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3 6 Building Blocks of Psychological Safety

What It Means And Why It Works

1. PREDICTABILITY
People know how you will respond before they decide whether to take the risk.
The strongest single predictor. Erratic reactions produce caution even when the erratic reactions are sometimes generous,
because the person cannot forecast which version they will get.

2. FALLIBILITY MODELED FROM THE TOP DOWN
The most senior person in the room admits error first.
Nobody volunteers a failure below the rank of the highest person who has already volunteered one. If leadership never does, the
ceiling stays where it is.

3. EXPLICIT PERMISSION
Somebody says the words rather than assuming they are understood.
In the absence of a statement, people infer, and under uncertainty they infer conservatively. “You are expected to experiment
with this” has to be said, not implied.

4. THE RESPONSE IN THE FIRST NINETY SECONDS
What happens immediately after someone reports a mistake.
That reaction sets the price of the next report, for everyone watching, for months. Curiosity lowers the price. Visible frustration
raises it permanently.

5. ACCESS TO HELP WITHOUT COST
A named person whose actual job includes answering basic questions.
When help has to be extracted from a busy colleague as a favor, asking consumes standing, and people stop asking long before
they stop needing to.

6. CONSISTENCY BETWEEN THE STATED RULES AND THE ENFORCED ONES
What is written down is what is actually applied.
One rule enforced selectively teaches everyone that the written rules are decorative and the real rules are unknown. That is the
most anxious position a person can occupy at work.
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4 10 Behaviors That Destroy Psychological Safety

1. Correcting someone in front of the team.
However gently it is done, everyone present learns what happens if they are next.

2. Changing the rules without announcing the change.
People calibrate to the last thing they were told. Silent revision means nobody can be confident they are compliant.

3. Turning skill level into a status marker.
Leaderboards, power user labels, and public rankings tell the bottom half exactly where they stand, and they respond
by going quiet.

4. Job-threat messaging, including as a joke.
“Learn this or you will be replaced” is heard as policy regardless of the tone it was delivered in. It is repeated in the
parking lot without the smile attached.

5. Mandating use you never demonstrate yourself.
Staff read the gap between what leadership requires and what leadership does, and they conclude the initiative is
performance rather than substance.

6. Describing monitoring as support.
If usage is being tracked, say so plainly and say why. Discovering it later converts every past reassurance into evidence
of dishonesty.

7. Reacting to the person who reported rather than the situation.
The reporter becomes the visible cost of reporting. Everyone else does the arithmetic.

8. Treating criticism of the tools as resistance to change.
This silences your most useful source of information about where the tools actually fail.

9. Asking why somebody is not using it, in a group.
It is an accusation with a question mark on the end, and the person will not answer it honestly in that room
or afterward.

10. Silence after something goes wrong.
Ambiguity gets filled with the worst available explanation. If leadership says nothing, people assume the response is
still being decided, and they behave accordingly.
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5 Who Builds It and Who Breaks It

Leadership, And Everyone Else
Psychological safety is usually discussed as a leadership responsibility. That is true and incomplete. Most of the
daily signal a person receives about whether it is safe to be wrong comes from peers, from adjacent teams, and
from the small reactions of people with no authority at all.

W H O W H AT  B U I L D S  I T W H AT  B R E A KS  I T

EXECUTIVES &
SENIOR

LEADERS

Say plainly that nobody is expected to be good at
this yet, and describe your own failed attempt in
front of staff. Fund time to learn, then protect it
when the quarter gets tight.

Announcing an AI initiative and a cost reduction
target in the same message. Requiring use you
never demonstrate.

DIRECTORS &
SENIOR

MANAGERS

Translate the executive message into what it means
for this function, including what is not changing.
Escalate the questions you cannot answer rather
than improvising.

Passing anxiety downward unedited. Presenting
your own uncertainty as somebody else’s failure to
keep up.

FRONTLINE
SUPERVISORS

Ask how it went in the ordinary one-to-one, without
ceremony. Correct privately, credit publicly, and be
specific in both.

Correcting in front of the team. Making the most
enthusiastic adopter the standard everyone else is
measured against.

TEAMMATES
ON YOUR OWN

TEAM

Say when you do not know. Share the prompt that
failed as readily as the one that worked. Answer a
basic question without signaling that it was basic.

The small sigh, the “still?”, the joke about
someone’s skill level. Peer judgment does more
daily damage than any manager.

COLLEAGUES
ON OTHER

TEAMS

Share what you learned across the boundary before
anyone asks. Assume the other team’s constraints
are real rather than excuses.

Using another team’s slower progress as evidence
of your own superiority. Comparisons across teams
travel, and they arrive as criticism.

BOARD
MEMBERS

Ask about workforce confidence with the same
seriousness as cost. Ask what management has
learned, not only what has been achieved.

Asking why the organization is behind its peers in
an open session. That question reaches the whole
staff within a week, and it arrives as a threat.

IT & SECURITY
Say yes to something. Publish the approved list with
the reasoning behind it, and give people a fast route
to ask about a new tool.

Blanket prohibition with no alternative. It does not
stop use. It moves use onto personal accounts
where nobody can see it.

HR & PEOPLE
TEAMS

Separate the capability conversation from the
performance conversation, and say publicly that they
are separate. If AI skill will affect evaluation, say
exactly how and when.

Ambiguity about whether any of this affects
reviews. Silence on that question is read as yes by
everyone who is worried.

PARTNERS,
VENDORS &

CONSULTANTS

Name what the tools are bad at. Teach the failure
modes as carefully as the capabilities, and let people
watch you get a wrong answer.

Demonstrations that only ever succeed. A product
that never fails in a demo sets an expectation staff
cannot meet, and they conclude the deficiency is
theirs.

T H E  U N C O M F O R TA B L E  I M P L I CAT I O N
An executive can do everything on this page correctly and still lead an unsafe organization, because the signal
that decides how a person behaves usually comes from the colleague sitting next to them. This is worth saying
out loud to whole teams rather than only to managers.
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6 How to Tell Whether You Have It

You Cannot Ask People Directly — Watch For These Instead
In an unsafe environment the honest answer is itself a risk, which makes the survey useless. These signals are
observable without asking anyone anything.

Questions arrive by private message after the meeting rather than during it.

Nobody has reported a mistake in months, in an organization where mistakes are certainly happening.

Your most experienced people are the least visible in anything to do with AI.

People ask permission for things that are already explicitly permitted.

“Quick question” is preceded by an apology.

You learn about problems from a client, a vendor, or another department.

The same two people speak in every meeting and the rest agree.

Somebody’s workaround has been running for months and nobody mentioned it.

Things Worth Saying Out Loud

I N  A  T E A M  M E E T I N G
“I want to check something. Is there anything about how
we are using these tools that people think is a bad idea and
have not said? I am asking because I would rather hear it
now than find out in six months.”

A F T E R  S O M E B O DY  R E P O R T S
A  M I S TA K E
“Thank you for telling me quickly. That is worth more to me
than the mistake cost. Walk me through it so the rest of us
learn something.”

I N  A  O N E - T O - O N E
“What is the thing you would ask about this if you were
certain it would not make you look behind?”

AC R O S S  T E A M S
“What has not worked for you? We are further along on
paper and I suspect you have hit things we have not.”
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7 One Behavior Each

Choose One Of Each And Write It Down
Culture does not move because a document described it. It moves when a specific person changes a specific habit
and keeps it changed long enough for other people to notice.

S TA R T
One thing I will begin doing that
makes it safer to be wrong here.

S T O P
One thing I currently do, probably
without thinking, that makes it
more costly.

C O N T I N U E
One thing I already do that is
working, which I will protect when
I get busy.

8 A Closing Note

What Decides Whether Any Of This Holds
Psychological safety is not created by announcing it. It is created by what happens the first time somebody tests
it, and then by what happens the second time. People will run that test whether or not you are ready for it, usually
at an inconvenient moment, and the result will be understood by the entire team before the end of the week.

For AI adoption specifically, the return on getting this right is unusually direct. Safe teams learn faster because
they practice in the open, they surface tool failures early enough to be useful, and they report their mistakes while
those mistakes are still small. None of that requires a budget line. It requires a set of people deciding, repeatedly,
that being told the truth is worth more than being told what they hoped to hear.
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This is the half of AI adoption most firms are not
equipped to address.
Our leadership sessions are built and delivered by a licensed clinical
social worker and a CPA, because this work sits between the human side
and the business side.

www.JonesiConsultancy.com | info@jonesi.us | 713-714-6485


