
You Cannot Do Your Best Work Where You Cannot Speak 
Freely 
Psychological safety is not a soft concept. It is the foundational condition of high performance — and its 
absence extracts a hidden and compounding cost. 

 

 
For years, psychological safety was treated as an aspirational organizational concept — something 
progressive companies aimed for, a cultural ideal rather than a measurable performance variable. 

That framing no longer holds up to the evidence. 

The research on psychological safety is now robust enough, consistent enough, and consequential 
enough that treating it as optional is a strategic error — for organizations and for individual 
professionals alike. 

When psychological safety is absent, people perform a kind of careful performance. They manage 
perception, calibrate every communication for risk, hold back the observations and questions that might 
move things forward. They survive the environment rather than contribute to it. And that invisible 
adaptation is enormously expensive — to the organization that loses the full cognitive contribution of its 
people, and to the individual who spends a significant portion of their professional energy on self-
censorship. 

What the Research Establishes 
The COE 2026 Psychological Safety Study, spanning 47 countries, confirms that psychological safety is 
the foundational condition of high-performing teams. This is not a finding about comfort. It is a finding 
about performance. 

Teams with high psychological safety demonstrate significantly higher engagement, greater innovation, 
lower turnover, and measurably better outcomes. The structural mechanism is straightforward: when 
people can speak freely, information flows. When information flows, teams make better decisions. 
When better decisions get made, outcomes improve. Psychological safety is not the soft infrastructure 
of work. It is the foundation of how work functions. 

And yet, according to 2025 Gallup engagement data, only 3 in 10 employees strongly agree that their 
opinions count at work. 

That means 7 in 10 professionals are operating in environments where speaking freely carries risk — real 
or perceived. Where the cost-benefit analysis of sharing an honest perspective tilts toward silence. 
Where the energy that could go into creative problem-solving, candid feedback, or innovative thinking 
instead goes into managing what is safe to say. 

Harvard Business Review's Edmondson and Kerrissey noted that in high-pressure, high-uncertainty 
environments — exactly the conditions most organizations are operating in today — psychological 
safety is the first thing that gets cut and the last thing that should be. When resources are constrained, 



and pressure is high, environments that felt marginally safe become overtly unsafe. The cost rises 
precisely when it can least be afforded. 

Psychological safety is not the opposite of high standards. It is the condition under 
which high standards can actually be met — consistently, sustainably, and with full 
human contribution. 

What Low Psychological Safety Costs the Individual 
The organizational cost of low psychological safety is documented. The individual cost is less often 
named, but it is just as real. 

The professional operating in a low-safety environment develops a specific, very taxing skill set: 
managing what is visible. She learns to calibrate her contributions carefully — offering enough to 
demonstrate value, but not so much that she challenges a dynamic that might push back. She filters her 
honest assessment of situations through the lens of what is politically safe to say. She maintains a 
version of herself at work that is narrower and more guarded than the version she knows herself to be. 

This is not weakness. It is intelligence — a rational adaptation to a real constraint. But it also depletes 
the very capabilities that make her most valuable: her judgment, her candor, her willingness to surface 
what others are not saying, her capacity to lead with genuine perspective rather than managed 
presentation. 

What I hear most often from professionals who have left low-safety environments is not a description of 
the specific incidents that drove them out. It is a description of what they noticed when they finally 
arrived somewhere different: how much energy they had been spending, without fully realizing it, on 
self-censorship. 

The relief they feel is almost physical. It's the relief of returning to themselves. 

Assessing Your Own Environment 
Psychological safety is not binary. It exists on a spectrum, varies across teams and managers within the 
same organization, and can shift over time as leadership and culture evolve. Assessing your own 
environment honestly is worth doing deliberately. 

Consider: When was the last time you shared a perspective that you knew might be unwelcome — and 
how did it land? Do you feel comfortable raising concerns without fearing career consequences? Can 
you ask questions without the question being read as a performance problem? Can you admit when you 
don't know something without it being used against you? 

These are not questions about whether your workplace is pleasant. They are questions about whether 
your environment is creating the conditions for your best contribution. 

Alignment work includes an honest environmental assessment — not just of whether your skills match 
your role, but of whether your environment is structured in a way that allows those skills to function. A 
misaligned environment is not always one where you are asked to do the wrong work. Sometimes it is 
one where the conditions prevent you from doing even the right work at the level you are capable of. 
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