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Complex Situation
SREs are deployed in a complex environment and it’s only getting worse
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Communication is Key
In complex situations, communication is the key element to overcome challenges fast

New technologies and 
practices requires 

ongoing learning and 
testing of new approaches

Communication is key to 
collaboration across the 

siloes that we are trying to 
break down with DevOps 

and SREChanging 

Technologies

Siloed Teams
We know that our system 

is not perfect and we need 
our people to speak up in 

reviews sessions for quick 
improvements

Incident Review

We only benefit from 
different perspectives 

within the team if everyone 
is comfortable speaking up

Comfortable with 

Silence

…



Psychological Safety is the belief that one 

will not be punished or humiliated for 

speaking up with ideas, questions, 

concerns and mistakes.“
Amy Edmondson

Harvard Business School

“



Psychological Safety enables a modern SRE approach 
Psychological safety is the necessary foundation for effective SRE teams by enabling a 
learning-oriented communication

Build Run Team SRE enabledBiz Dev Q Prod

Traditional Approach SRE Approach

Blame

Mistakes

Feedback

Management

Blame game, pointing fingers at each other

Members feel the need to hide their mistakes to avoid 
negative consequences

Feedback may be given in a negative or critical 
manner

Micromanaged and restricted in their work, leading 
to decreased autonomy

Members are encouraged to take responsibility 
without fear of reprisal or blame.

Feel comfortable admitting to their mistakes and 
discussing them openly to learn from them

Encourages constructive feedback that is focused on 
learning and improvement

Culture of trust and respect that enables team 
members to have autonomy and make decisions



Investing in 
Communication 
Pays Off
Research points out that 
psychological safety and trust 
increases productivity

76%
Engagement

More engagement among 
employees in high-trust and 
psychological safe 
environments

11x
Innovation

More likely to achieve higher 
levels of innovation in 
psychological safety 
environments 

50%
Productivity

Higher productivity in 
organizations with high-trust 
environments 

67%
Skill Application

Higher probability that 
employees will apply a newly 
learned skill on the job when 
they feel psychologically safe

Sources: The missing element in nearly every learning strategy; Fearless: How safety and trust can help financial services thrive 
even during disruption and transformational change; State of the American workforce report; “The Neuroscience of Trust”. P. 
Zak, Harvard Business Review, January 2017

https://www.gartner.com/en/documents/3990788/the-missing-element-in-nearly-every-learning-strategy


The Approach
We take a structured, 
data- driven approach 
to overcome key 
challenges

Organizational 
resistance to 
change 

Leadership Buy In

Low psychological 
safety

Bottom-up Approach

Culture is 
intangible

Data Driven Change

ApproachChallenges Activities
• Scan squads with a survey

• Individual workshop based on scan results

• Second scan to show improvements

• Design Thinking group workshops

• Dedicate leadership coaching

• Visible leadership buy-in e.g. blog posts 

• “Perform” culture through blameless postmortems 

• Develop a common language between teams and 
leaders on challenges 

• Enable teams to self-sustainably improve their culture 
post engagement  



Case Study



Case Study: Psychological Safety in Product Engineering 
In this example a product engineering team needed to respond to the growing sales and 
increase client-centricity.  

How to overcome a culture of blame and focus on learning from mistakes? 

How to evolve ways of working between team members during rapid growth and increasing 
demands?

How to scale agile working model and processes to achieve high-volume output, while keeping 
high-performance standards?



12-Week-Psychological Safety Journey
Behavioral science and data-driven team reflections



Fear Zone
Teams are scared and 
freeze or take 
irresponsible risks.

Apathy Zone
Teams are disengaged 
and face challenges  
fulfilling their functions

Comfort Zone
Teams are comfortable 
but not challenged 
enough, leaving money 
on the table. 

Flow / Learning Zone
Teams focus on 
innovation, learning and 
high-quality outcomes.

Psychologically Safe Teams
Psychologically safe teams consistently demonstrate high levels engagement, creative 
problem solving and job commitment

Teams in the flow zone 
assume accountability, 
have high intrinsic 
achievement motivation, 
positive error orientation 
and show high levels of 

pro-active communication.
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Scanning for 
Insights



Psychologically-Safe Retros and Post-Mortems 
Workshops empowered the teams to reflect on how they operate as a team, develop a 
common language, and chart their path toward Flow

“It appears that some  team 
members are disconnected from 

the team and organizational goals.”

“I’m surprised and concerned by 
the number of dots in Apathy.”

“The good: no points in the Fear 
Zone.”

Real-time, and anonymous data 
facilitated around what could 

be driving individual and team 
results

Deep dive into the Motivational 
Drivers and Psychological 

Safety Factors

RELATEDNESS: “It is hard to feel connected to 
everyone…perhaps this is because of time zones or 

because we have not met up in an office in a long time.”

PURPOSE: “It is difficult to relate our work with the 
company’s goals and purpose.”

1

2



Prioritize improvement ideas as a 
team

Build out the ideas in small groups, 
define the “what” and “how,” and

who will own them

Psychologically-Safe Retros and Post-Mortems 
The team will build out improvement ideas and goals and commit to achieving them

3

4

”As an individual I am committing 
to being more candid with our 

engineering team about the risks I 
see”. 



Real-time insights helped 66% teams move into the Flow 
zone in ~12 weeks

Teams moving to Flow saw the 
greatest improvements in:

Motivation

Psychological Safety

Teams move into Flow zone

Weeks to move into Flow

+ 30%

+ 57%

~12
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Thank you for your time!
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Better, Faster, Robust
Tech Acceleration & Resilience


	Slide 1: The Importance of Open Communication in SRE
	Slide 2: The Speakers
	Slide 3: Complex Situation
	Slide 4: Communication is Key
	Slide 5
	Slide 6: Psychological Safety enables a modern SRE approach 
	Slide 7: Investing in Communication Pays Off
	Slide 8: The Approach
	Slide 9: Case Study
	Slide 10: Case Study: Psychological Safety in Product Engineering 
	Slide 11: 12-Week-Psychological Safety Journey
	Slide 12: Psychologically Safe Teams
	Slide 13: Scanning for Insights
	Slide 15: Psychologically-Safe Retros and Post-Mortems 
	Slide 16: Psychologically-Safe Retros and Post-Mortems 
	Slide 17: Real-time insights helped 66% teams move into the Flow zone in ~12 weeks
	Slide 18: Thank you for your time!
	Slide 19

