
Psychological Safety in Performance
Conversations 

Annual performance reviews can either reinforce trust or quietly erode it. For HR
leaders, embedding psychological safety into performance conversations is no longer
optional. In a workplace environment shaped by evolving expectations around mental
health, inclusion, and respectful dialogue, how feedback is delivered matters just as
much as what is said. 

Psychological safety, a term popularized by Harvard professor Amy Edmondson, refers
to an employee's belief that they can speak up, ask questions, admit mistakes, and
receive feedback without fear of humiliation or retaliation. In the context of
performance reviews, whether positive or negative, it is foundational to engagement,
improvement, and retention. 

Why Psychological Safety Matters in Reviews 
When employees feel psychologically unsafe during evaluations, they are more likely
to: 

Shut down or disengage. 
Become defensive. 
Avoid accountability. 
Withhold concerns or ideas. 
Experience increased stress or anxiety. 

Conversely, when reviews are conducted in a psychologically safe manner, employees
are more receptive to feedback, more motivated to improve, and more trusting of
leadership. 

For HR directors, this is both a culture issue and a risk management issue. High-
stress or poorly managed reviews can trigger complaints, mental health concerns, or
even constructive dismissal claims if employees feel targeted or unfairly treated. 

Setting the Tone: Safety Before Substance 
Psychological safety begins before the first piece of feedback is delivered. 
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Encourage managers to: 

Schedule adequate time without interruptions. 
Hold the conversation in a private setting. 
Clarify that the goal is development and clarity. 
Reinforce respect and professionalism. 

Opening statements matter. For example: 

"This conversation is about your growth and clarity around expectations. My goal is
to provide honest feedback and also hear your perspective." 

Psychological Safety in Positive Reviews 
Even positive reviews benefit from psychological safety principles. High performers
may feel pressure to maintain status, take on more work, or avoid revealing
challenges. 

HR leaders should coach managers to: 

Recognize specific achievements (not generic praise). 
Invite reflection ("What are you most proud of this year?") 
Ask about workload sustainability. 
Explore career goals without assumption. 

Psychological safety in positive reviews means allowing employees to admit
uncertainty, burnout, or skill gaps, even when performance appears strong. 

Delivering Constructive Feedback Safely 
Negative feedback is where psychological safety is most tested. 

A psychologically safe approach includes: 

Focus on Behaviour, Not Character1.

Avoid labels such as "lazy," "careless," or "difficult." These statements attack
identity rather than behaviour. 

Instead: 

"There were four missed deadlines this quarter without prior communication." 

Separate Accountability from Shame2.

Accountability is necessary. Shame is counterproductive. 

Say: 

"Meeting deadlines is a core expectation of your role." 

Avoid: 

"Everyone else manages their time, why can't you?" 



Invite Dialogue3.

Psychological safety requires two-way communication. After presenting feedback, ask: 

"How do you see this situation?" 
"Are there barriers affecting your performance?" 
"What support would help you meet expectations?" 

This does not eliminate accountability. It ensures fairness and allows HR leaders to
assess whether training, accommodation, workload adjustments, or personal
circumstances are contributing factors. 

Be Clear About Expectations and Consequences4.

Psychological safety does not mean avoiding difficult messages. Employees must
understand when performance is below standard or when behaviour may lead to
discipline. 

Clarity reduces anxiety. Ambiguity increases it. 

For example: 

"If performance does not improve within the 60-day improvement plan, further
disciplinary action may occur." 

Managing Emotional Responses 
Performance reviews can trigger strong reactions—especially when employees feel
surprised or criticized. 

HR leaders should coach managers to: 

Pause if emotions escalate. 
Avoid arguing or interrupting. 
Acknowledge feelings without retracting facts. 
Refocus on expectations and solutions. 

Statements such as "I can see this is frustrating, let's talk through it" help
regulate the conversation without undermining the message. 

Avoiding Psychological Harm 
Common mistakes that undermine safety include: 

Delivering "feedback sandwiches" that dilute serious concerns. 
Saving critical feedback for annual reviews instead of addressing issues in real
time. 
Publicly referencing performance concerns. 
Using threatening or vague language. 

Performance conversations should never feel punitive or unpredictable. Surprises
erode trust. 



Follow-Up Builds Trust 
Psychological safety extends beyond the meeting itself. 

After the review: 

Provide written summaries. 
Schedule follow-up check-ins. 
Offer resources or training where applicable. 
Recognize improvements promptly. 

Consistent follow-up signals commitment to development rather than documentation
alone. 

The Role of HR 
HR directors play a critical role in embedding psychological safety into performance
systems. This includes: 

Training managers in feedback delivery. 
Auditing review language for bias or inflammatory phrasing. 
Aligning performance management with organizational values. 
Monitoring patterns that may signal inconsistent treatment. 

In workplaces increasingly focused on mental health and respectful environments,
psychologically safe performance reviews are a leadership competency. When
accountability and respect coexist, performance conversations become clearer, more
productive, and legally sound. Employees are more likely to improve when they feel
heard. Organizations are more resilient when feedback is both honest and humane.

 


