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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

In a world of accelerating change, increased complexity, and volatility, society is facing 

significant challenges that will need the collective effort of nations, organisations, teams and 

individuals to address, and to do this, fresh thinking and innovation is needed. One of the 

shifts being seen is the increase in societal diversity due to labour mobility and a more 

technologically connected world.  Environments of increased diversity of identity and 

intersectionality, present the opportunity for more effective problem solving and greater 

performance.  However, with greater diversity also comes greater challenge in effectively 

navigating the ‘difference’ that exists, and importantly addressing the impacts of systemic 

inequality. The workplace is one area where efforts to build cultures of diversity and inclusion 

is receiving increasing attention.  

As a coach, leadership development trainer and facilitator, the author sees how 

organisations, leaders and employees struggle with these challenges. Being committed to 

supporting clients in finding effective and generative ways of working, and playing a role in 

driving positive social change, the author wanted to explore the means of creating a space 

where ‘difference’ can be safely surfaced and in doing so, maximise effective thinking and 

performance.  

In their practice, the author has become familiar with two bodies of knowledge dedicated to 

deepening our understanding on how to create spaces where individuals can feel safe to 

think with quality, and in so doing improve the quality of the outcome. These are Amy 

Edmundson’s work on psychological safety, and Nancy Kline’s The Thinking Environment. 

Psychological safety is widely understood as present when there is a commonly held belief 

in a group that they all feel comfortable speaking their mind, and are able to be themselves.  

The Thinking Environment is premised on the observation that the quality of every action is 

defined by the quality of the thinking done first, and the biggest influencer on our thinking is 

how the people around us treat us while thinking.  

In this research the author seeks to explore whether the application of the Thinking 

Environment can help build psychological safety and improve quality of thinking in a team 

meeting setting, when applied as a live learning experience. The team meeting was chosen 

as the ‘place’ for the research as it is one of the most universally points of interaction in the 

workplace. Application through a live learning experience was chosen to explore whether 

content usually delivered in workshop format could support learning ‘on the job’.  

Three teams were identified to participate in a collective case study as a piece of small 

scale, work-based action research.  All three teams are from different locations, have 
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different roles and professions and vary in structure in order to provide a richer data set.  

Similarities that the teams do share are that they all work in pressured operating 

environments where time is a scarce resource; there is a range of diversity that exists within 

each team; and they function within organisations that have expressed commitment to 

supporting inclusion and diversity in their workplace.  

The study comprises three phases – pre-intervention observation and data gathering, 

intervention stage with auto-ethnographic and participant reflection, and post-intervention 

observation and data gathering.  A mix of online surveys and individual interviews are 

utilised and, given the deeply personal and subjective nature of the content, a key 

consideration throughout the research is to protect the confidentiality of participants and 

honour their open sharing.  

The intention of the research is to help provide leaders and teams with greater insights into 

how they can turn their team meetings into safe spaces where their rich layers of diversity of 

identity and intersectionality are welcomed, in order to support quality thinking and 

performance. The application of the Thinking Environment as a live learning experience is 

also intended to provide the teams with tools they can utilise moving forward, should they so 

wish. The author has also identified three personal learning outcomes namely, to introduce 

and build their skill in conducting insider research; to expand and deepen their knowledge 

and understanding of diversity, identity and intersectionality; and to inform and enrich the 

author’s own personal practice.  

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Global context 

In their October 2023 World Economic Outlook report, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 

(IMF 2023) stated that despite efforts to recover from the disruption of the Covid-19 

pandemic, global economic conditions continue to be volatile. Climate shocks, food security 

and geopolitical tensions were also listed as challenges facing our society today. These 

factors are not new, in fact, in a report PwC published in 2013 and updated in 2022, five 

megatrends shaping our world today were identified: climate change, technological 

disruption, demographic shifts, a fracturing world and rising social instability as summarised 

in Figure 2.1 below (PwC 2022).  
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Figure 2.1: The Megatrends: Five global shifts reshaping the world we live in  

(PwC 2022) 

 

PwC (2022) maintain the megatrends outlined in Figure 2.1 above are present on a global, 

national, organisational and individual level. Among the implications of the megatrends, the 

influence of a technologically more connected world and demographic shifts are having 

significant impacts on the workplace including increased diversity of the workforce (Cox et al. 

2014, Stout-Rostron 2019, PwC 2022). Further, the COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting 

increase of virtual working has added another layer of complexity in the workplace (Brown 

2018, Mangla 2021, Reuil 2022).  

The turbulence experienced across the megatrends reflects the acronym VUCA, frequently 

used to describe our world today and which Stout-Rostron (2019) explains meaning a 

volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous environment. While change and uncertainty are 

not new for organisations, it is the pace of change, causing unpredictability and complexity, 

that organisations are grappling to navigate, and there is an increasing realisation that 

innovative thinking, new skills and ways of operating are needed to succeed (Stout-Rostron 

2019, Çiçeklioğlu 2020, Taskan, Junça-Silva and Caetano 2022). 
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Culture, Diversity and Intersectionality 

With increasing societal diversity, the concept of culture, how it influences us, and how we 

shape it, becomes even more relevant (Britz 2022). The early interculturalists viewed it as a 

construct of shared experience, values and worldviews between one set of people to 

differentiate themselves from another (Hofstede1997, Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner 

1997, Rosinki 2003). While more recent definitions challenge the idea of culture as a 

singular construct, instead suggesting interculturalism, where many elements of culture and 

identity play off each other (Chin, Desormeaux and Sawyer 2016). In a paper exploring the 

evolution of culture, the author offered a view that “culture appears to be a constantly 

changing construct of individual and social learning, within which an individual’s identity is 

shaped by their experiences in an interconnected world of globalisation, which in turn 

influences their behaviour that, when experienced by others, can further shape the broader 

culture.” (Britz 2022 pg7).   

Existing at all levels of society, culture, or organisational culture as it is known in the 

workplace, is first described by Schein (1984) as dynamic and multi-faceted, created through 

a shared set of beliefs, assumptions, and rituals that are visible through the language and 

behaviour of an organisation.  Many consider organisational culture a key lever for driving 

operational performance that can be intentionally shaped and influenced (Cotter-Lockard 

2016, Carvalho et al. 2019, Hald, Gillespie and Reader 2020, Zagaria 2021).  

With increasing diversity in the workforce, two prevalent themes in organisational culture 

dialogue are inclusion and diversity (Wilson 2023). Research has indicated the value of 

diverse teams including strengthening strategic capacity, innovative thinking, task 

performance and enhanced ability to deal with volatile environments (Jarzabkowski and 

Searle, 2004, Brown 2018, Stout-Rostron 2019, Mangla 2021, Reuil 2022). However, with 

increased diversity so too is the challenge of building trust, collaboration and effective 

communication among teams (Brown 2018, Stout-Rostron 2019, Mangla 2021, Reuil 2022). 

There are various ways of explaining diversity, however the approach Stout-Rostron (2019) 

uses to describes diversity resonates with the author, where she articulates it as a dynamic 

combination of demographic, informational and behavioural differences as outlined in Figure 

2.2 below. 
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Figure 2.2: Types of diversity (Stout-Rostron 2019, pg79-80) 

As seen in Figure 2.2 above, in addition to the types of diversity that are at play in any team, 

the attributes within those types of diversity will likely vary, creating a complex environment 

to navigate (Stout-Rostron 2019). For example, one individual might be highly task-related 

and an extravert therefore vocal and readily detectable in their views, while another in the 

team might be more relational and introverted. Should these differences remain unexplored 

they can become obstacles to effective working, however Stout-Rostron (2019) suggests 

that if the right environment is created diversity can be an ‘asset’ rather than a source of 

conflict. 

Closely connected to the discussion on diversity is the increasing recognition of 

intersectionality, and the dialogue evolving its thinking. The term was first introduced by 

Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) in her essay “Demarginalising the Intersection of Race and Sex: 

A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist 

Politics” highlighting the marginalisation of black women in antidiscrimination law and 

feminist and antiracist theory and politics. Intersectionality has since expanded to cross 

disciplines, and issues, with Carbado et al. (2013) describing how intersectionality evolves 

each time it is applied to different disciplines in a changing society. This is echoed by Zhang 
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et al. (2021) who define intersectionality as a sense-making process for the complexity of 

multiple dimensions of identity existing within one person, such as race, gender identity, 

national cultural identity, education, and age. In their coaching of clients across the world, 

the author sees a similar phenomenon with individuals navigating complex layers of their 

own identity intersecting with each other such as their heritage, education, gender, 

profession and lived experience, and exploring how the interplay of these different facets 

manifest in their lives and relationships (Britz 2024).  

While the concept of intersectionality evolves, it is important to remember the genesis of the 

intersectionality debate, that is to interrogate and challenge the power dynamics and 

systemic inequality that have let many voices of unique difference and lived experience to go 

unheard (Carbado et al. 2013, Roche and Passmore 2021). The author believes that to 

create environments where all voices can be heard, valued and respected, will not only help 

make meaningful social change, but will also nurture the innovative thinking required to 

address the global challenges of today. In their paper “Intersectionality as Critical Social 

Theory”, Collins et al. (2021) speak of the knowledge creation possible “in the crossroads 

spaces of a decolonizing and desegregating world. These meeting places enable those who 

enter them to retain the particularity of the insights and experiences that drive them there, 

while working through the meaning of what truly is universal with others who arrive from 

different paths” (2021 pg691). Brown (2018) shares a similar view, describing the importance 

of organisations, in particular leaders, to actively encourage environments where all 

perspectives are welcomed and respected, and individuals are able to be their authentic 

selves. In her work, including her latest book ‘Dare to Lead’, Brown (2018) explores how 

core to being authentic is the creation of trust and sense of safety, which in turn, leads to 

team cohesion, innovative thinking and performance.  

 

Psychological safety 

In her work Edmundson (2019) differentiates between trust and psychological safety, 

however acknowledging they do share a similarity as drivers of organisational success. One 

example of psychological safety’s influence on performance was seen in Google’s five-year 

study which found psychological safety to be a key contributing characteristic of their high 

performing teams (Newman et al. 2017).  

 

In her seminal study ‘Psychological Safety and Learning Behaviour in Work Teams’ (1999), 

Edmundson defined psychological safety as a shared belief where one is safe to speak 

one’s mind and be authentic in a team environment “characterized by interpersonal trust and 

mutual respect in which people are comfortable being themselves” (p354).  
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Edmundson (1999) developed a series of measures as shown in Figure 2.3 below used to 

evaluate psychological safety in teams.  

 

 

Figure 2.3: Edmondson’s measures for psychological safety  

(Edmondson 1999) 

 

As can be surmised from Figure 2.3, Edmundson (1999) explains psychological safety as an 

individual’s perception of their experience in a team setting. Her research emphasises the 

role of the leader and in her book, ‘The Fearless Organisation’ Edmundson (2019) includes a 

‘leader’s toolkit’ providing guidance on how leaders can build psychological safety in their 

teams shown in Figure 2.4 below (Edmundson 2019, pg159). 
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Figure 2.4: The leader’s toolkit for building psychological safety 

(Edmondson 2019, pg159) 

 

As seen in Figure 2.4, Edmundson (2019) outlines specific tasks for leaders, each with a 

clear intended outcome.  However, other than referring to the need for shared practice of 

speaking up, in her work she does not appear to detail specific guidance for teams on the 

type of behaviours or actions for a team to use to build psychological safety. 

 

The Thinking Environment 

Another body of work that also focuses on the process of building spaces of safety and trust 

is the Thinking Environment (Kline 2020).  

Similar to Brown (2018), and Edmundson (2019), Kline (2020) makes the connection 

between creating an environment that recognises and embraces individuals as their 

authentic self, and, in doing so, enables them to think with high quality, which in turn 

translates into quality action and output. However, for Kline (2020) the focus of the Thinking 

Environment is on individual and collective accountability to demonstrate a set of behaviours 

or ‘way of being’ together that enables others (Time to Think 2024). These behaviours are 

known as the Ten Components of the Thinking Environment shown in Figure 2.5 below.  
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Figure 2.5: The Ten Components of a Thinking Environment  

(Time to Think 2024) 

 

Through decades of action research Kline (2020) developed and evolved the Ten 

Components of the Thinking Environment summarised in Figure 2.5, with fuller definitions in 

Appendix A. To support these behaviours, Kline (2020) created a series of ‘building block’ 

practices, that can be applied to everyday interactions including in the workplace a summary 

of which is shown in Figure 2.6 below (Time to Think 2021).  

 

Figure 2.6: Building Blocks of the Thinking Environment  

(Time to Think 2021) 
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Each of the building blocks outlined above is designed to help groups of people create the 

space for quality thinking. Similar to Lehmann-Willenbrock, Allen and Van Vugt (2020) who 

state in their paper, “The Origins and Evolutionary Significance of Team Meetings in 

Organisations”, that meetings are one of the most common and universal practices in the 

workplace, Kline (Time to Think 2021), recognises the team meeting as a core element of 

organisational life where how individuals treat each other can significantly influence the 

quality of their thinking and efficacy of their action.  And yet, as Kline (Time to Think 2021) 

observes, meetings are places where people often behave in a way that prevents good 

thinking from occurring, so she further developed the ‘building blocks’ into a ‘Transforming 

Meetings’ process.  

In an environment of increasing diversity and intersectionality in the workplace, the author 

posits that it is increasingly important for the team meeting to be an environment where 

individuals feel safe to think fully and with quality. It is this environment that will help them 

collaborate and innovate, driving performance as a team and organisation, but also enabling 

them to help address the challenges facing society today. 

Given the perceived synergies between Edmundson’s work on psychological safety and the 

Thinking Environment, the author wanted to explore how the Thinking Environment, as a 

‘way of being’ with clear ‘building blocks’ could help build psychological safety in a team 

meeting setting and in doing so, improve the quality of thinking in that space. 

  

 

3. THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The core research question is: 

How can the Thinking Environment build psychological safety in team meetings to improve 

the quality of individual and collective thinking and action? 

The research seeks to explore this topic using five focussing questions, with three questions 

comprising the primary focus of the research, and the remaining two as secondary ‘process’ 

questions. 

Primary research questions:  

1. To what extent can the Thinking Environment help build psychological safety in a team 

meeting setting? 

2. What is the perceived impact of the Thinking Environment on individual thinking and 

action? 
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3. What is the perceived impact of the Thinking Environment on collective thinking and 

action? 

Secondary ‘process’ questions: 

4. How effectively can the Thinking Environment approach be applied as a live learning 

experience in a team meeting setting? 

5. What is the experience of the team, the individual and the researcher in this process? 

 

 

4. METHODS 
 

Research Paradigm 

With the study focussed on the subjective experience of participants using the Thinking 

Environment in their team meetings, it will be influenced by their own intersectionality and 

the organisational culture the meeting is taking place within. The ontology is therefore an 

Interpretivist1 approach of Symbolic interactionism2. Further, participants will be exposed to, 

and possibly influenced by their fellow participants, as well as the author as the researcher, 

whose viewpoint and behaviour is also subjectively influenced by their own layers of identity. 

In addition, as the research seeks to identify potential action that can be taken on an 

individual and organisational level, to help address the global challenges facing society 

today, the research is informed by the Critical Theory of transformative learning 3.  

The author considers this research timely in the current global context, and hopes the 

findings will help contribute to the research on psychological safety and diversity in team 

settings, including a deeper understanding of the complexity of identity within teams, and 

provide the participants with a helpful experience of learning and self-discovery in the 

process.  

 
1 “Interpretivism argues that truth and knowledge are subjective, as well as culturally and historically 

situated, based on people’s experiences and their understanding of them. Researchers can never be 
completely separate from their own values and beliefs, so these will inevitably inform the way in which 
they collect, interpret and analyse data” (Ryan 2018, p8). 

 
2 Symbolic interactionism has three core principles: 1) People’s behaviour is based on their own 

meanings; 2) Meanings are generated from social interactions; 3) People may adapt meanings, based 
on their perceptions of situations or their experiences of them (Ryan 2018, p9). 

 
3  Participatory research that creates awareness of current state in order to identify opportunities for 

social change (Fleming 2021).  
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Methodology 

Given the author is a trained facilitator of the Thinking Environment this is a work-based 

piece of small-scale social research. Further, as the study is to apply the Thinking 

Environment as an interactive and immersive experience in team meetings, the findings will 

help further the author’s practice in the field of leadership and team development, it is 

considered action research as described by Denscombe (2014).   

In light of the subjective nature of the topic, and its exploration of a potential causal 

relationship between the Thinking Environment and psychological safety in a team meeting 

setting, the author has applied a case study approach which aligns with Denscombe’s 

guidance (2014) for small-scale research. Considering Crowe et al. (2011), as the study is 

not on a particular phenomenon as would be the case in an intrinsic study, but rather 

exploring the ‘typical’ case of the team meeting, it is instrumental in nature. In addition, 

heeding Crowe et al. (2011), given the wide range of potential factors that could influence 

the process, the author has also opted for a collective case study comprising three teams to 

provide a richer data set for analysis and comparison. 

Finally, in line with the underlying ontology, the study is phenomenological in nature, seeking 

to understand the perspective of each individual, and as far as possible, to view the 

experience through their eyes.  

Taken from the author’s research proposal (Britz 2023a), Figure 4.1 below provides an 

overview of how the methodology outlined above will help address the research questions.  
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Figure 4.1: The research methodology supporting the research questions (Britz 

2023a)  

In addition to the considerations shown in Figure 4.1, the author was conscious of the 

subjective and personal nature of the research content, and the diversity and 

intersectionality at play in the teams including that of indigenous heritage. The author 

believed it important to select an ontology and methodology that fully respected and 

honoured the content. In researching different methodologies, and considering the 

intersectionality of participants, including that of indigenous heritage, the author explored 

some of the theory focussed on decolonizing research such as the work of Smith (2022) and 

Archibald et al. (2021). A framework for decolonizing research that Archibald et al. (2021) 

developed resonated, with its emphasis on honouring the participant’s subjective content 

through respect, reverence, reciprocity and responsibility. While the author in no way 

presumes to be equipped to conduct indigenous research, the intention is to apply 
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methodologies that provide appropriate space, respect and safety for participants.  

 

Methods 

While the subjective nature of the topic lends itself to qualitative data collection, a collective 

case study will enable a comparison of the research across different groups. In addition, as 

the research explores whether the Thinking Environment can help build psychological safety 

in a team meeting setting, there is a need to measure pre- and post- intervention to evaluate 

results. Therefore a mixed approach of qualitative and quantitative was selected.  

The data collection methods comprise an online survey and qualitative interview before, and 

after, the research intervention. In addition, participants were invited to provide their 

reflections at each stage of the research activity, and the author conducted reflection 

throughout the research process.  

The research intervention activity itself involved three stages: 

First stage: the author observing a typical team meeting of each group. 

Second stage: the author facilitates a series of up to four team meetings applying the 

Thinking Environment Transforming Meetings process.  

The choice of intervention with the author facilitating team meetings applying the Thinking 

Environment is informed by the intention for action research.  As a facilitator of the Thinking 

Environment, as well as other team and leadership development activities, the author is 

witness to the increasing time pressure teams are under, and how time ‘out of work’ in 

learning and development activities can be challenging, especially for an entire time at the 

same time. The Thinking Environment is ordinarily ‘taught’ through experiential training in a 

workshop setting. In this format, it is subject to the same risk as many other learning and 

development activities, the challenge of applying and embedding the learning back in the 

learner’s daily activities.  The author wanted to test the possibility of delivering the Thinking 

Environment as a live and immersive learning experience within the very operating 

environment a team would apply it in themselves.  

The Thinking Environment Transforming Meetings process outlined in Figure 4.2 (Time to 

Think 2021) below was used in the intervention. 
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Figure 4.2: Elements of the Thinking Environment Transforming Meetings process 

(adapted from Time to Think Facilitator Training Materials 2021) 

In addition to the ‘building blocks’ outlined in Figure 2.6, Figure 4.2 above includes the use of 

questions to shape the agenda. Underpinning the process, the Ten Components of the 

Thinking Environment, as shown in Figure 2.5. were provided to participants ahead of the 

research and reminded of them at each meeting. 

Third stage: the author steps back into observer mode for the fifth meeting where 

participants apply the Thinking Environment independently.  

The author attends all meetings remotely via Teams to ensure a consistent experience of the 

author.   

 

Measures 

The pre- and post-intervention surveys used a variation on Edmundson’s 7- point scale test 

for psychological Safety (1999), shown in Appendix B. In addition, participants were asked to 

evaluate the degree to which they experienced the presence of the Ten Components of the 

Thinking Environment in their team meetings, and the quality of their individual and team 

thinking in team meetings. Further questions in the pre-intervention survey sought to identify 

the influencers of participant’s psychological safety in society, and in their broader 

organisation (outside of their immediate team).  
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The pre-intervention interview included a description of identity, and intersectionality, inviting 

them to share some of the elements of their identity present and important to them. The pre- 

and post- intervention interview sought more depth to the survey questions on difference and 

the quality of individual and team thinking shown in Appendix C.  

 

Research Participants 

Three teams were identified and agreed to participate in the study.  Their selection provided 

variety in team composition, function, diversity and location as shown in Figure 4.3 below.  

 

Figure 4.3: The Participating Teams (Britz 2023b) 

As shown in Figure 4.3 above, two teams are from Rio Tinto plc, a multi-national 

organisation with over 40 000 people across 40 countries worldwide. Globalisation and 

intersectionality in the workplace are strongly present factors, and the organisation has 

expressed a commitment to increasing the diversity of its workforce and driving a culture of 

greater inclusion where “all voices are heard, all cultures respected” (Rio Tinto 2023). While 

the teams are from the same ‘Group’, they are in different geographies, have different 

functions and organisational structures. 

The third team is from a New Zealand government agency that has also expressed 

commitment to growing diversity across the organisation, enabling a culture of inclusion.  
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Ethical Considerations and Risk Mitigation 

The author identified five main ethical considerations for this study. 

1. To protect the psychological safety and well-being of participants through the study 

In line with the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) code of ethics (UWTSD 2024) 

and the author’s own practice based on the International Coaching Federation’s (ICF) code of 

ethics (ICF 2024), ensuring the well-being of all participants is of prime importance. Given the 

topic of the study itself, there is even more focus on the commitment to provide a safe space 

for participants.  

Three main forms of mitigation will be taken: a context setting call held with each team 

providing an overview of the research, its intent and what would be expected of them; a 

participant information and consent form to indicate their preferred level of participation ahead 

of the study; a reminder for participants at the start of every meeting of their autonomy in the 

process and their right to step off the study at any point should they not feel comfortable.   

 2. Confidentiality of the business information  

Given the research occurs within the teams’ usual team meetings, business content will be 

discussed, some of which might possibly be sensitive. The author will offer to sign an NDA 

and the meetings won’t be recorded.   

3. Confidentiality of the personal perspectives that will be collected from the 

participants 

As stipulated by UWTSD in their code of ethics (UWTSD 2024) all personal information will 

be gathered, stored and disposed of in line with GDPR principles included in the author’s 

research proposal as Appendix D (GDPR 2023).  Data keys will be used, separating personal 

information from the data, which will be stored securely, and all personal information will be 

destroyed upon completion of the research project. While the research will be conducted with 

participants in different jurisdictions, no data will be transferred across borders, rather, all data 

will be gathered and stored in New Zealand where the author is located.  

4. Respecting the cultural practices of participants 

Given the research will be conducted with a diverse group of people, it is important to 

recognise and honour their individual perspectives, heritage and lived experience such as 

honoring te tiriti o Waitangi in New Zealand (hrc 2023), and being sensitive to the trauma of 

social and racial injustice that has, and continues to be, part of the lived experience for many 

South Africans, First Nations Australians and Māori. Approval from the Ethics Committee of 
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the New Zealand government agency was also obtained (Appendix F) and, as part of that 

process, the research proposal was assessed by Māori and Pacifika cultural advisors.  

5. Implication of being an insider researcher and the potential impact on the research 

process and results 

As Costley et al. (2010) explore, there are several implications and potential risks that need to 

be considered when conducing insider research. One is that the research is influenced by any 

pre-existing relationships between the research and participants.  While there has been 

previous interaction with some of the participants, the use of the participant consent form, as 

well as the reminder at the start of each meeting, is intended to create clear boundaries for 

the purposes of the research.  

Another consideration is that the author is actively involved in the research activity itself, rather 

than pure observation. The author has opted to incorporate this into the research through auto-

ethnographic self-reflection. In addition, participants are invited to share their own reflections 

after each meeting.  This feeds into the action research approach as it is the combined 

experience of the author and participants that will inform any adjustments to the research 

activity and ultimately back into the author’s practice. 

 

 

5. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
 

Participation 

While the three team leaders all agreed to the research, in line with ethical practice as 

outlined in the section above, it was important, particularly given the nature of the topic, to 

ensure that individuals themselves were informed and willing participants and had the choice 

to opt out of any element at any time.   

Figure 5.1 below provides an overview of the participation of the three groups across the 

period of the research.  
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Figure 5.1: Participation across research groups (Britz 2023b) 

Figure 5.1 above shows a variation in team attendance. The author views this as a living 

example of teams operating in a dynamic and changing environment that influence their 

individual or collective attendance of meetings booked including, leave, changes to role, or 

external operational demands.   

As reflected in the numbers for Group one shown in Figure 5.1 above, one individual joined 

the team temporarily post the pre-intervention survey, participated in the pre-intervention 

interview but had left by the time of the post-intervention data gathering. The author however 

considered their views still helpful as they might provide observations as a fresh member of 

team. A further influence of Group one’s participation was individuals who were on leave or 

unavailable due to work travel over the period of post-intervention data gathering. For Group 

three, two individuals opted to not participate in data gathering but agreed to participate in 

the meetings. One individual didn’t complete the pre-intervention data gathering before the 

research intervention commenced. As such, they didn’t do the post-intervention quantitative 

survey but did do the post-intervention qualitative interview. Further, two individuals were on 

leave over the time of the post-intervention interviews. 

Given the size of the teams and the commitment to protecting participant confidentiality, the 

findings and discussion of the research do not explore the differences between the groups.  

Rather, analysis was conducted looking across the three teams providing a ‘meta’ view for 

consideration.  

 

Findings on the Primary Research Questions  

The findings focus first on the primary research questions, that of exploring to what extent 

the Thinking Environment can help build psychological safety and improve individual and 

collective thinking and action in a team meeting setting.  



  

ALANNAH BRITZ - STUDENT NUMBER: 2029338 24 

 

The qualitative interview data gathered pre-, and post-, the research intervention, as well as 

the author’s ethnographic reflections, were reviewed to identify key themes.  This is followed 

by a summarised view of the quantitative pre-, and post-, results. 

 

Key themes from the qualitative data and ethnographic research 

Five key themes emerged across the three groups namely, varying levels of awareness of 

‘difference’, the role of the leader, the influence of time and the meeting format, the 

transactional nature of interactions, and varying presence of shared ‘voice’ in the meeting 

space.  

Awareness of ‘difference’ 

As outlined earlier, with globalisation, workplaces are navigating increasing degrees of 

diversity and intersectionality. As this concept of ‘difference’ is present in the work of both 

Edmundson (2019), and Kline (2020), the author considered it important to explore with 

participants their own layers of identity and intersectionality present for them, their 

awareness of ‘difference’ in their teams, and their perceived ability to be themselves in team 

meetings.  

The identity elements that emerged varied across the teams however the most frequently 

mentioned were gender, age, education, culture, heritage, professional experience, and 

upbringing.  

The author found that those individuals who appeared to have a deeper awareness of the 

different elements of their identity and the intersectionality between them were also 

individuals who identified with indigenous or non-Western heritage. A number shared having 

grappled with the intersectionality of the influence of their heritage, and the environments of 

their professions, at times causing a feeling of ‘otherness’. One participant reflected…  

“I've always been a minority in whatever field I've been, I guess we will never be 

very heavily represented in whatever field that is, and whatever profession that is, 

and whether that's the corporate or any other aspect of it. But I think that's why it's 

been a big factor for me, the cultural barrier, and I guess, the way we intersect, the 

way I am interpreted and the way I communicate with others.” 

The strongest recognition of intersectionality referenced were by women with indigenous or 

non-Western heritage, navigating and challenging the traditional expectations of women in 
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their culture, as well as racial differences in society. This is reflected in this participant’s 

comment … 

“Culture, it's where I come from, how my ancestors lived, it has shaped the way I am 

today. How I grew up under those traditions. Growing up in a society, being taught 

respect, being taught differently from your brother. The expectations from society 

when a woman grows up to a certain age, things like getting married, having a child, 

going to school, all of those things, I think they do influence how you look at life, the 

decisions you take later on. And then going into race, I believe. We may not, you 

know, we can say we are all equal, but I do know I always consider race for 

example, in professional settings, or in perceptions around you know, being a black 

woman at this age. So it does influence my decisions at some point.” 

It was the author’s observation that the majority of white, Western individuals mainly 

identified themselves through their age, gender, profession and education with little mention 

of culture or heritage influencing their identity. However, some individuals, while identifying 

from European heritage, shared how, through their lived experience, had been exposed to a 

range of cultures and ways of life and felt this has shaped their worldview. For example, one 

participant shared… 

“Over the years, I've actively worked at onboarding those perspectives on minority 

groups, disenfranchised people, gender diversity, sexual diversity.” 

 

The author noticed what appeared to be a deeper sense of cultural awareness and 

sensitivity to the differences existing in the teams and the experiences of others. This 

echoes the work of Plaister-Ten (2013) who maintain individuals who experienced a 

significant event, or were exposed to cultures developed a ‘global mindset’ that typified 

deeper consciousness of the diversity of lived experience.  

The post-intervention interviews did however indicate that a shift in the awareness of 

diversity and intersectionality in the team meetings as shown in Figure 5.2 below.  
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Figure 5.2: Participant interview quotes on identity and intersectionality   

(Britz 2023b) 

The deepening of awareness as indicated in Figure 5.2 above, appeared to occur for both 

individuals with indigenous heritage, as well as individuals with European heritage. It was the 

author’s observation that the research process enquiring about identity prompted reflection 

amongst participants which was then deepened through the Thinking Environment process, 

which actively welcomes the Component of Difference.  

 

The role of the leader 

As mentioned, Edmundson (2019) emphasises the influence a leader has on the 

psychological safety of a team. While the author did not overtly enquire about their leader, in 

working with the three teams, the author noticed the influence of the leader manifest in 

different ways.   

With one of the groups, the leader appeared to be very present in the minds of the team 

members. The pre-intervention interviews included reference to a reticence to speak up in 

meetings as well as perception of varying degrees in familiarity influencing the leader-team 

dynamics. Examples of comments shared are shown in Figure 5.3 below.  
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Figure 5.3: Participant interview quotes mentioning their leader - part one 

(Britz 2023b) 

Figure 5.3 above shows what appears to be a reticence to speak one’s mind, and also, the 

perception of a ‘tiering’ of familiarity with the leader within the team. 

In the intervention stage of the research the author noted that the leader was only 

intermittently present for the meetings and the team’s level of participation and ease of 

independent thinking appeared to vary based on the leader’s attendance. 

However, in the post-intervention intervention interviews, there does appear to be a small 

shift from being very focussed on the leader to that of the wider team as shown in the 

comments in Figure 5.4 below.  

 

Figure 5.4: Participant interview quotes mentioning their leader - part two 

(Britz 2023b) 
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The comments in Figure 5.4 above indicate a gradual increasing of individuals sharing their 

thinking with the team, however, the leader’s presence remained a strong influence. 

The influence of the leader was referenced by another of the teams but this time in 

connection with their encouragement of open dialogue and creating an environment for 

people to feel they can be themselves as shown in Figure 5.5 below.  

 

Figure 5.5: Participant interview quotes mentioning their leader – part three 

(Britz 2023b) 

Reflecting on comments such as those in Figure 5.5, and the author’s observation, the 

leader actively encouraged all members of the team to participate in the team meetings, and 

the team members themselves appeared comfortable to voice different opinions. In reflecting 

on the different styles of leadership observed, one difference the author noticed is that with 

the second group, the leaders would allow more time for an individual to share their 

perspective, whereas with the first team, the leader would very quickly move into sharing 

their own views. This would correlate with Edmundson’s guidance (2019) that a leader 

should invite participation through questioning and listening.   

Overall, the influence of the leader on a team’s psychological safety as described by 

Edmundson (2019) and Brown (2018) was visible through the perceptions of the teams on 

their comfort to speak up.  

 

Time and the meeting format 

A significant theme that emerged in the research was the influence of ‘time’ and the meeting 

format itself.  Figure 5.6 below outlines the types of meeting structures across the three 

teams all of which varied in cadence, length, and structure.  
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Figure 5.6: Meeting structure and team involvement across research groups  

(Britz 2023a) 

It is the author’s view that the application of the Thinking Environment Transforming 

Meetings process to the meeting format, and the level of team member involvement in the 

preparation, and running, of the meetings as shown in Figure 5.6 above, were two key 

influences on the overall research findings.  

While all three teams’ meetings followed different cadences, lengths, structures and agenda 

formats, in the pre-intervention observation of a ‘normal’ meeting, the author noted that all 

three teams found time a constraint. Team members often joined the meeting with a sense 

of rush and pressure and there was a tension between the time available and the content to 

cover. This was echoed in the pre-intervention interviews with some quotes shown in Figure 

5.7 below.  
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Figure 5.7: Participant interview quotes on time – part one 

(Britz 2023b) 

As indicated in Figure 5.7 above, while all three teams utilised variations of an agenda, the 

format didn’t appear to make space for fulsome discussion, and often finished with 

outstanding agenda items and some individuals not having spoken at all. This echoes 

Lehmann-Willenbrock, Allen and Van Vugt’s (2020) observation that in the modern-day 

workplace, there is a proliferation of meetings but often without a clear purpose, and 

satisfactory outcome.  

In addition, with the meetings being mostly virtual, several participants would have their 

cameras off, and this was reported to have a detrimental impact on impact on team 

participation and trust. This is an example of one of the challenges of maintaining meaningful 
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connection for teams in a post-pandemic and technologically connected world that Reuil 

(2022) speaks of in her paper calling for greater intercultural skills with the rise of remote 

working. 

In applying the Thinking Environment Transforming Meetings process one of the first steps 

occurred ahead of the meeting, that of shaping and sharing the agenda, each item 

structured as a question. This was in line with Kline’s (2015) belief that the mind works best 

in the presence of a question. In addition, the ‘building blocks’ used to structure the meeting 

were chosen based on the need of each agenda item and appeared to create an 

environment of space and ease for the discussions. The reminders to embody the 

Components encouraged participants to give attention and appreciation including by keeping 

cameras on, and if that wasn’t possible, to use the Component of information to clarify.  

The post-intervention interviews indicated the use of the Thinking Environment had a 

marked impact on participant experience of the team meetings as shown by a selection of 

comments shared in Figure 5.8 below.  

 

Figure 5.8: Participant interview quotes on time – part two 

(Britz 2023b) 

While overall feedback indicated a positive shift for participants, one individual shared the 

view …. 
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“I don't think that our meetings or the underlying way in which work is done in the 

team allows the thinking environment to make a difference in our meetings.” 

The influence of the broader working environment and underlying culture of the appear to be 

a form of interruption in this instance, correlating with the organisational culture research of 

the influence of culture on individual behaviours (Cotter-Lockard 2016, Carvalho et al. 2019, 

Hald, Gillespie and Reader 2020, Zagaria 2021).   

 

Transactional vs relational 

Building on the factors of time, and structure of the meeting itself, another theme that 

emerged was the strong transactional nature of the meetings. With the time pressures 

described above, it appeared that the teams tended to focus on the actions, outputs and 

artefacts with little to no relational space.  This was reflected in comments shared during the 

pre-intervention interviews, some of which are shown in Figure 5.9 below. 

 

Figure 5.9: Participant interview quotes reflecting transactional nature of meetings 

(Britz 2023b) 
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The comments in Figure 5.9 above correlate with Lehmann-Willenbrock, Allen and Van 

Vugt’s (2020) observation that the most common purpose of meetings in the modern-day 

world is for information sharing and decision-making. However, they also reflect on how 

ancestral group gatherings also importantly incorporated social elements that nurtured social 

connections, and interdependencies, and it is their recommendation that more time, and 

space, is made for this in the meetings of workplace (Lehmann-Willenbrock, Allen and Van 

Vugt, 2020). 

Similarly, Lee and Kent (2023) in their programme, ‘The Neuroscience of Coaching’ explain 

how the human brain is wired to be social and emphasise the importance of building social 

connections to support learning and mental resilience. Paul (2021) describes this as ‘social 

engagement’ in her book, ‘The Extended Mind’, where she shares the observations of Carl 

Wieman around the power of learning within peer groups, and that “social interaction 

appeared to be an essential facilitator of intelligent thought” (2021, pg993). 

The author noticed that in the team meetings, there was such a focus on ‘getting the job 

done’ that little, to no time, or space, was being made for the ‘whole brain’ of an individual.  

Kline (2020) speaks of the importance of inviting a person’s full self into a space in order to 

think with quality. The Transforming meetings process aims to support this process with the 

use of the Appreciative Opening and Closing Rounds as well as Information Round, which 

all focus on inviting a participant to bring their full selves into the discussion.  

In the book ‘Brains Inspiring Businesses for Leaders’, Kapai (2024) shares a series of 

examples where the Thinking Environment has been applied in organisations, and describes 

how it can nurture an integration of energy, information and relationships. Following their 

experience of the Thinking Environment applied in the intervention, the author noted a shift 

in participant perspectives during the post-intervention interviews as seen in the comments 

in Figure 5.10 below. 
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Figure 5.10: Participant interview quotes reflecting increase of relational elements  

 

It is the author’s view that, by consciously creating the opportunity for a more relational 

space, that is focussed on the people rather than the outputs, that their engagement and 

quality of thinking, as well as ‘being’ with their peers, improved as was reflected in the 

comments above.  

That said, an individual did make the comment …. 

“There are parts I like, and parts I dislike. Genuinely the biggest notable difference is 

that it slowed down meetings a lot, and also in places stifled constructive discussion 

or parts where people might have logical interchanges. We did have people that 

spoke more because of it though, so there might be some hybrid that is more ideal.” 

It was the author’s observation that the shift into a more relational space was a very different 

experience for some individuals.  This was particularly noticeable about those individuals 

who, in the pre-intervention observation, and by their own admission as well as others in 

team, were used to being the more vocal participants. 
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A place for voice 

Building on the themes of time, structure and balancing the transactional and relational 

nature of the meeting, a strong theme across all the groups was that of ‘voice’.  

Edmundson (2019) speaks of the importance of building the belief that ‘voice’ is welcome in 

building psychological safety.  In the observation meeting, and pre-intervention interviews 

however, the author noted that there appeared to be an inequality in the share of voice 

among participants in the meeting.  Through the interviews it emerged that there several 

reasons for individuals keeping quiet.  As mentioned in the previous section one reason was 

their perception of their leader, another was time and sense of urgency. Three further 

potential factors that the author observed are communication styles, culture and power 

dynamics in the group.  

For example, some individuals who identified as being more introverted spoke of keeping 

quiet while other more extroverted dominated as shown by this participant’s comment … 

“I think one downfall is probably sometimes there might be one or two members that 

do dominate the conversation in those big group settings. So I think for some of us 

that are a bit more introverted there you know, that's probably the biggest thing to 

watch out for. Sometimes you have to really like, interrupt to get some airtime and 

sometimes it is, yeah, don’t bother.” 

 

Culture, in particular, how the cultural norms and practices of some individuals come bear in 

the workplace setting, such as team meetings, was identified. One participant reflected on 

their own experience of this … 

 

“Growing up I've always been told, you have to stay quiet, you have to be you have 

to listen to everything, you're not allowed to, like, jump into it when other people are 

talking that sort of thing. Because it's considered quite rude in my, in my culture. So 

in meetings, so I tend to be quiet.” 

 

A third factor that the author believes influences the share of ‘voice’ are the power dynamics 

at play between the majority and the few. Figure 5.11 below provides some of the comments 

that pointed to this. 
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Figure 5.11: Participant interview quotes reflecting ‘voice’ part one (Britz 2023b) 

 

The author noticed reflected in Figure 5.11 above, an awareness of the inequality of voice 

not only by those who are quiet, but also in those with the dominant voices. However, there 

was no acknowledgement of efforts to address this imbalance.    

In their work, ‘Implicit voice theories: Taken-for-granted rules of self-censorship at work’, 

Detert and Edmundson (2011) build on previous work on ‘voice’ in psychological safety, 

exploring what other factors might be present.  One finding is that for some groups who, due 

to their minority in the group, or less dominant styles, have encountered the experience of 

not being able to share their voice to such a degree, that it becomes an implicit and almost 

unconscious expectation of a situation (Detert and Edmundson, 2011). It is the author’s view 

that in some cases this is what was occurring in the meetings, where individuals both 

dominant, and quiet, were so accustomed to their ‘roles’ that it had become an established 

pattern, or even ritual of the meeting.  

However, as indicated by the quotes in Figure 5.12 below, in the post-intervention 

interviews, there again appeared to be a shift in perspective with both those who had been 
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quieter, feeling more comfortable in sharing their voice, and a greater awareness of their 

ability to make space for those voices by the more dominant. 

 

Figure 5.12: Participant interview quotes reflecting ‘voice’ part two (Britz 2023b) 

 

In particular, the fourth quote in Figure 5.12 above, reflected for the author the impact of 

creating a space where everyone’s voice is not just welcomed, but that the individual feels 

valued for that voice.  

 

Findings from the quantitative data 

In addition to reviewing the collective case study qualitative research findings, the author 

also considered the quantitative survey data gathered from participants before, and after, the 

application of the Thinking Environment in the team meeting setting as the research 

intervention.  

Combining the pre- and post- intervention quantitative survey data results the author used 

Power BI to compare the overall average of the psychological safety related questions, and 

the Thinking Environment questions, to identify any shift in perceptions as shown in Figure 

5.13 below.  
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Figure 5.13: Overall average results for pre- and post- intervention surveys  

(Britz 2023b) 

While small, the results in Figure 5.13 above do show a positive shift for both the average 

combined questions regarding the Thinking Environment, and the average combined 

questions regarding psychological safety. While it would be hoped that the Thinking 

Environment score would increase post application, given the teams hadn’t been exposed to 

the approach before, the increase in psychological safety does appear to indicate a positive 

correlation between the application of the Thinking Environment, and an increase in 

psychological safety.  

In addition, using Power BI, the author reviewed the pre-, and post-intervention quantitative 

data for any shift in response to the specific questions ‘to what degree do you think you are 

able to think fully and with quality in your team meetings?’, 

as shown in as shown in Figure 5.14a below.  

 

Figure 5.14a: Pre- and post-intervention quantitative response to question 21 – to 
what degree to do you think you are able to think fully and with quality in your team 

meetings? (Britz 2023b) 
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Figure 5.14a above shows the average responses for each group across the five-point scale 

(1, the lowest of the scale wasn’t selected at all and so is not shown). The results to appear 

to indicate that, overall, in applying the Thinking Environment, the perceived quality of 

individual thinking does improve.  

Similarly, the author compared the pre-, and post-quantitative survey data for the question 

‘To what degree to you think the team is able to think fully and with quality in your team 

meetings’?’, as shown in Figure 5.14b below. 

 

Figure 5.14b: Pre- and post-intervention quantitative response to question 22 – to 
what degree to do you think the team is able to think fully and with quality in your 

team meetings? (Britz 2023b) 

 

Figure 5.14b above also shows a slightly positive increase in the perception of quality of team 

thinking when comparing pre-, to post-intervention survey responses with an increase from an 

overall 5 rating average of 4.00 to 4.41.  

The author also used Power BI’s key influencer analytics capability to explore the potential 

impact that the application of the Thinking Environment had on both psychological safety and 

the quality of individual and collective thinking.  

Figure 5.15 below explored what happens to psychological safety and quality of individual 

thinking when there is an increase in the average overall response across the questions on 

the Thinking Environment.  
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Figure 5.15: Post-intervention quantitative data measuring influence of the Thinking 
Environment on individual thinking (Britz 2023b) 

 

The results in Figure 5.15 above, indicate that when there is an increase in the Thinking 

Environment questions there is a positive influence on both psychological safety, and the 

perception of the quality of individual thinking in a team meeting setting.  

However, when applying the same key influencer question but in relation to the quality of 

collective thinking, no clear link with the Thinking Environment questions appeared. 

This data, in conjunction with the qualitative interview data, does indicate that the application 

of the Thinking Environment did have a positive impact on both psychological safety in a team 

meeting setting, and the perceived positive impact on the quality of both individual, and team 

thinking.  However, the shifts were small, and further research would be recommended to 

verify these findings.  

 

Comparing the ‘structures’ themselves 

The author also explored the guidance or “leadership tasks” Edmundson (2019, pg159) offers 

leaders to build psychological safety, and the elements of the Thinking Environment itself.  

Figure 5.16 below provides a summary of the similarities identified.  
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Figure 5.16: Leadership tasks for building psychological safety (Edmundson 2019, 
pg159) and elements of the Thinking Environment (Time to Think 2024). 

 

As seen in Figure 5.16, there are several similarities between actions leaders are 

recommended to take, and the behaviours (Components) and structures of the Thinking 

Environment.  Other than the leader’s role in setting expectation for the team, Components of 

the Thinking Environment that do not appear to be reflected in Edmundson’s leader toolkit 

(2019) are the Components of Feelings, Place, Equality, Ease, and Difference. 

 

Findings for the Secondary Research Questions 

The secondary research questions focus on the process of applying the Thinking Environment 

as a live learning experience in the team meeting, and consideration of the overall experience 

of the participants and researcher in the process.   

In line with an action research approach, throughout the research intervention stage the author 

conducted auto-ethnographic self-reflection, and invited participants to provide feedback on 

their experiences.  

The application of the Thinking Environment as a live learning experience was in keeping with 

the research favouring experiential learning as an alternative to traditional educational formats 

such as Tomkins and Ulus (2016) explored in their empirical study on Kolb’s experiential 

learning approach.  Similar to Tomkins and Ulus (2016), the author did notice the development 

of a more ‘relationship-centred’, versus ‘student-centred’, dynamic through the research 

process. 
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It was also observed that applying the learning in the ‘real-world’ team meeting setting reduced 

the author’s ability to consciously create the type of reflective learning space considered key 

for introducing and building knowledge of the Thinking Environment. Rather, the author had 

to flex and adjust to external factors influencing the meeting space. In addition, due to these 

external factors, the author felt there wasn’t complete consistency of learning experience 

across the groups.   

Gathering feedback from the participants after the first session, it appeared that the format 

and ethos of the Thinking Environment was a very different experience for them.  Some 

individuals immediately resonated with it, and others did admit to feeling some discomfort as 

the comments in Figure 5.17 below indicate. 

 

Figure 5.17: Participant feedback on the research experience (Britz 2023b) 

 

While there was some initial discomfort at the start as shown in Figure 5.17 above, as the 

sessions progressed it was the author’s observation that so too did the teams’ proficiency and 

comfort level increase. In addition, in keeping with action research, the feedback from 

participants enabled the author to make some adjustments to the process such as sharing the 

Opening Appreciative Round question ahead of time in the agenda, and combining the 

Opening Appreciative Round and Information Rounds to work within the time constraints.  

Another observation was the positive impact of having rotating members of the team engage 

in deeper action learning by planning and chairing each meeting. One of the participants 

shared this reflection … 
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“Probably the only thing was probably how I chaired the last meeting, which is quite 

difficult only because I think I was just trying to think about it like, you know, something 

different, it was just a different way of thinking, a different way of running things. And 

I think it does take a bit of time but that was probably the first time that we've actually 

gone about a different way of thinking. And I think it's always going to be hard at the 

beginning, and kind of making sure that doesn't stop us from giving it a try. And then 

sometimes you've got to go through that ugly stage. And I see the big advocate for 

changes.” 

From an experiential learning perspective, this activity was true ‘on-the-job’ learning and, while 

most individuals did express some nervousness, the process helped more deeply embed the 

philosophy and practice of the Thinking Environment.  

 

Discussion  

How the Thinking Environment can help build psychological safety 

Reflecting on the question, ‘To what extent can the Thinking Environment help build 

psychological safety in a team meeting setting?’, the qualitative and quantitative data both 

pointed to the positive impact of the Thinking Environment on psychological safety in the team 

meeting setting. Further, what emerged was how the Thinking Environment could support the 

role of the leader in building psychological safety by providing the means for team members 

to play an active role in doing so themselves.  

As seen in Figure 5.16, there are several similarities in the behaviours and actions to build 

psychological safety, however, in Edmundson’s case, these are specifically focussed on the 

leader. This research does concur with Edmundson that a leader’s behaviour does influence 

the degree of comfort, and ‘safety’ that an individual feels and therefore, how likely they are to 

speak up and share their views.  However, the research also indicated that with the application 

of the Thinking Environment, the team were positively impacted by how they behaved with 

each other.  

This influence of the group on the individual also emerged in the findings on ‘voice’.  

Edmundson suggested that by inviting participation, a leader can build “confidence that voice 

is welcome” (Edmundson 2019, pg158).  This research indicated that ‘voice’ does appear to 

play an important role, however most comments referred to the behaviour of the group being 

the main influence in this factor. 



  

ALANNAH BRITZ - STUDENT NUMBER: 2029338 44 

 

Similarly, Edmundson refers specifically to leader behaviours including listening, 

acknowledgment and gratitude, and discussion (Edmundson 2019).  While these are essential 

for a leader to model, the research found that the group’s ease in sharing their thinking, their 

ability to listen attentively and engage in meaningful discussion was heavily influenced by the 

behaviours of those around them. This correlates with Kline’s (2015) view that the biggest 

influence on the quality of our thinking is how those around us treat us while thinking. As one 

participant shared about using the Thinking Environment … 

“It's easy, you participate with ease. There's nothing forceful. You volunteer yourself, 

or the way that the meetings are flowing, you would want to contribute anyway. So 

yeah, I think level of participation was good. Everyone brought themselves on follow 

on. And it was really. It was a safe space, and we shared personal stuff. So yeah, I 

think the environment itself, I will conclude in saying that, being in a safe environment.” 

While Edmundson (2019) provides guidance to leaders on how to build psychological safety, 

there does not appear to be similar guidance for teams, however she does acknowledge that 

psychological safety should be built together. This idea of shared responsibility is seen in some 

of the evolving leadership models that have a more shared, collective or distributed approach 

as explored by Avolio et al. (2009) in their paper “Leadership: Current Theories, Research and 

Future Directions”. Further, as Abramiuc and Popa (2021) discuss in their study “Rethinking 

leadership models after COVID-19”, the workplace itself is a changing environment with 

remote working, greater employee self-management and empowerment. It is the author’s view 

that increasingly, there is a need for a shared approach to building psychological safety.  With 

the Thinking Environment, teams and leaders, can find that guidance, a philosophy, clear set 

of behaviours and practical ‘building blocks’ to help them create an environment of 

psychological safety together. 

 

The influence of the Thinking Environment on the quality of thinking 

In reflecting on the questions ‘What is the perceived impact of the Thinking Environment on 

individual and collective thinking and action?’, the author refers again to the key themes that 

emerged in the qualitative interviews.  What was noticed, is that a lack of awareness of 

‘difference’, the pressures of time and constraints of the meeting format, behaviours that 

focussed on transactional interactions, and impacted sharing of ‘voice’ all appeared to 

contribute to a lack of ‘ease’ and safety. Kline (2020) describes ‘interruption’ as being an 

assault on a person’s thinking, and discusses in her books the pervasiveness of interruption 

in today’s world which she labels conformonomics, persuasion, polarization and digistraction. 

It is the author’s observation that participants were experiencing repeated and ongoing forms 
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of interruption in the team meeting setting, including the feeling of not having a ‘voice’, blocking 

of their thinking.  

In their paper, ‘The Neuroscience of Coaching’, Boyatzis and Jack (2018) explain how, when 

a person experiences the feeling of being excluded, the brain will register a similar pattern of 

activity to that of experiencing pain or fear. Boyatzis and Jack (2018) go on to suggest that 

providing a sense of connection and acceptance, not only helps people feel safe, but engages 

the pre-frontal cortex where clear thinking and innovation come from. In her book, “The 

Promise that Changes Everything: I will not interrupt”, Kline (2020) describes her conversation 

with Dr Paul Brown, Faculty Professor at Monarch Business School where he said “the reason 

for this dependable quality of thinking is that generative attention, uncorrupted and sustained, 

calms the brain’s amygdala, the emotional ‘control centre’ of the brain, producing hormones 

like serotonin and oxytocin. These hormones then ‘bathe’ the cortex, the cognitive ‘control 

centre’ of the brain, allowing a perfect interplay between these ‘approach’ hormones and 

cognition.” (2020 pg33). It is a combination of the building block structures of the Transforming 

Meetings process, and the behaviours forming the 10 Components of the Thinking 

Environment that, when applied by individuals when together, such as in a team meeting 

setting, are able to create an environment for quality thinking. The concept of quality thinking 

being enhanced in a group setting is echoed by Paul (2021) who describes how cognitive 

scientists are now recognising that our ability to absorb, and store information, can be even 

greater when in groups, as we utilise the brain’s social encoding practice to store information 

obtained socially.   

One part of the question where the research was limited in its insights, was on the perceived 

impact the Thinking Environment has on individual and collective action.  The qualitative 

interviews did not point to any particular findings on this point.  Kline (2020) does maintain that 

the quality of every action is defined the quality of the thinking that comes first, so one could 

extrapolate that if there was a reported improvement in thinking that it would flow through into 

action. A similar perspective was shared by one participant …. 

“It's funny how everything emanates from thinking that then there's other factors that 

are brought in, you know, just thinking that it's a thinking environment, then we get 

people to share, to open up more to participate, we get people to open up in terms of 

their personal lives, we get people to participate more, we get people to think more 

about a subject.  

So when you think about it, that it all starts with saying that this is a thinking space. 

I'm thinking that everything comes from giving yourself time to reflect more, to think 
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more, to sit back to digest, to internalise everything before you action, before you 

could talk, before everything.” 

However, this would be an area recommended for further research.  

 

Creating spaces for psychological freedom  

In considering the themes that emerged in the qualitative research, the awareness of 

‘difference’ and a place for ‘voice’, the author believes there is a correlation with the Thinking 

Environment Component of Difference and ‘being accepted for being different’ as an element 

of psychological safety. Further, the author believes that these themes speak to the increasing 

complexity of diversity, identity and intersectionality present in the workplace today. The 

qualitative data points to a link between individuals who come from Indigenous cultures, or 

have experience of being a minority in a team, organisation or current society, and those who 

also spoke about not having equal share of ‘voice’.  In other words, those who were more 

conscious of difference, also have the experience of ‘otherness’ and, for a range of reasons, 

have to work harder to share their voice as was shared by one participant … 

“I think back to my cultural upbringing and the way you get taught and cultural 

dynamics, completely different to the Western system, even the meeting systems. 

And if you don't have a good understanding of it, I look like a shy individual that 

doesn't like to pipe up in meetings. But in my culture, it's, it's always been, the elders 

will always be the ones to speak. And I think in our culture, the elders always speak, 

and you kind of take your lead from that. And, you know, for me, I think that's 

definitely a big one where it clashes up where my cultural identity doesn't fit in with 

the way society works for me. And so I think a lot of people that don't understand 

cultural aspect of it, we're often you know, they're perceive someone's personality as 

something completely different. Whereas the culture, like an example is eye contact. 

You're, you're in our culture, it's rude to make eye contact. But then you can 

completely go to an interview, and if people don't give you eye contact, people can 

turn around be like, Oh, he's really is quite rude. He doesn't want to look at me. But 

from a cultural perspective, for us, that's being that's not being rude. It's, actually 

being quite respectful. We're not doing eye contact, and you're kinda just so a lot of 

people perceive that as being rude or being submissive, or even being you know, 

calm, not confident, but that is about respecting our culture. So I think, and that's 

something I fight against every day. And that's why I guess for me, when you came 

and spoke, that was something that I guess for me, it was really important, because I 
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feel like, if you don't understand what's there, nothing will change. And I think for me, 

I've slowly started to change.”  

It was also the author’s observation that, other than those who had developed more of a global 

mindset through their lived experience, the dominant members of the team also appeared to 

have less awareness of the presence of ‘difference’ or intersectionality in the team, or even 

themselves.  

Edmundson (2019) has acknowledged that it is only recently that there has been increasing 

interest in exploring psychological safety in the context of diversity. It is the author’s view 

that, given the proven importance of psychological safety for both well-being and 

performance, it stands to reason that it has an important role to play as part of the response 

to the changing macro-economic landscape, including the need to driver greater 

collaboration within society, and innovation in a competitive market.  

To truly create spaces of psychological safety for those who have experienced 

marginalisation, the author argues that one needs to create a space that recognises their full 

selves. Similar to Kline’s view (2020) of the Thinking Environment being a shared 

responsibility of a group, in “Readings for Diversity and Social Justice”, Love (2018) explains 

the concept of liberatory consciousness where an individual is awakened to the inequality 

and social injustice that still exists in systems and institutions today.  She states that a core 

component of liberatory consciousness is awareness, “deepening the capacity to notice, to 

give our attentional to our daily lives, our language, our behaviours, and even our thoughts” 

(2018, pg560). With this awareness, an individual can take a shared responsibility to help 

effect positive social change, starting with how they show up in their own behaviours and 

interactions.  

Through the research, the author observed an increased awareness among some of the 

participants of the ‘difference’ that exists, in particular, an increased awareness and 

appreciation of what that ‘difference’ might feel like for those who are not in the majority. 

With this awareness supported by the Components of the Thinking Environment, and the 

building blocks of the Transforming Meetings process, individuals are able to help create a 

space that is more welcoming and equal for all individuals, and in doing so those individuals 

feel an increased sense of ease and able to be themselves as shared by this participant … 

“I would be understood by some of my colleagues that are part of the thinking 

environment. So sharing what is in my mind, not worrying about filtering information, 

and what the next person would think, but I now understand the value of being 

yourself. I think there's power in each one of us. And that, that, was the culture that 
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was always promoted, but I've always said you know, it's fine if I don't say anything, 

some other people may take it otherwise, but knowing that it's, perfectly understood, 

I am now more, more confident to share my headspace at any time.” 

 

In this quote, the author sees a similarity to Kapai’s (2024) conversation with Dr Brown and 

his concept of ‘psychological freedom’, which goes beyond psychological safety, to “the 

freedom to be wholly me” (2024, pg226).  In Kapai’s (2024) reflection on the word ‘belonging’ 

being formed of ‘be’ and ‘longing’, an individual longing to simply ‘be’, the author sees 

potential for how the Thinking Environment can help individuals create spaces where every 

person can simply ‘be’ themselves and in doing so, find belonging, and freedom, to think 

fully, and generatively. 

 

From polarisation to connection 

Another perspective of intersectionality that the research surfaced is how the Thinking 

Environment speaks to, and resonates with, several forms of Indigenous practices and 

wisdom.  For example, Dadirri, is a word, concept and spiritual practice from the 

Ngan’gikurunggurr and Ngen’giwumirri languages of the Aboriginal peoples of the Daly River 

region (Northern Territory, Australia) and in part means “inner deep listening, quiet still 

awareness and waiting” (Miriam Rose Foundation 2024). The Thinking Environment deeply 

aligns with this practice, using the 10 Components of the Thinking environment to create a 

space of deep listening.   

Similarly there is clear synergy between the Thinking Environment and the va/va'a/vaha, a 

pan-Pacific concept of the relational space within which all humans interact, and which 

nurtures “personal and collective well-being, and growth through knowledge generation, 

social action, and cultural transformation” (Tapasā 2024).  

In Africa, the deep value and philosophy of ‘Ubuntu’ or ‘humaneness’ – I am because of who 

we all are (Stout-Rostron 2019). And in Zulu, the African language of one of the participating 

teams, there is a saying, “Injobo enhle ithungelwa ebandla” which directly translates to “A 

good lionskin is sewn in the company of others.” The metaphoric meaning is that people 

perform better in whatever they are doing by seeking knowledge/information, and guidance 

from others (Britz 2023b). This congruency of the Thinking Environment with these 

traditional beliefs and practices was also recognised by some of the participants with one 

team exploring how they could utilise the Thinking Environment its interactions with external 

stakeholders and their community …  
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 “And just what you're saying there in terms of can they be influenced by what they 

think and the thought that comes to mind is and by how they are treated while 

they're thinking. And that feeling of being heard, respected, appreciated, while 

thinking what that will do for them. Yeah. And then it's collaborative. What we do 

while they're thinking,” 

 

The author suggests that the Thinking Environment, with its Components that echo the 

practices of Indigenous wisdom, could be used as a bridge in meetings where potentially 

there may have been dynamic tension between Western systems and Indigenous ones.  

Kline (2019) speaks of the increasing polarisation within society, and suggests that it is not 

disagreement but rather disconnection, and is in itself a form of interruption to generative, 

quality thinking.  The Thinking Environment could offer a means, a shared language, and set 

of behaviours, that helps overcome the polarisation so prevalent in today’s society, and in 

doing so, help connect the richness of diverse thinking to help address the challenges of 

today’s world. 

 

 

The live learning experience 

Reflecting on the auto-ethnographic, and participant feedback, it is the author’s view that a 

learning experience that was ‘relationship-centred’ worked well in helping build the rapport 

needed for open discussions in the qualitative interview stage. This was particularly important 

given the ethical consideration of honouring each participant’s subjective content. Further, with 

the author being involved in the research experience itself, the opportunity to actively role-

model the Thinking Environment was even greater than if the more traditional dynamics of 

teacher-student were in place. This also correlates with Kline’s explanation (2015) of the 

Thinking Environment as ‘a way of being’. In this instance, it provided participants the 

opportunity to witness how the Thinking Environment can be embodied, even in an 

unpredictable ‘real-world’ environment.  

That said, the author did find not having autonomy over the learning environment a challenge, 

in particular, as the experience was focussed on the application in a live team meeting, it did 

not provide opportunity in the group setting to invite active reflection on the learning process. 

While feedback was sought after each session, an important part of the Thinking Environment 

learning is having the opportunity to share one’s ‘freshest thinking’ on the experience, and 

hear that of others. This correlates with the view of Cox et al. (2014) that key to adult learning 

is the process of reflection of what has been observed, or experienced. This was also reflected 

by one of the participants …. 
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“Reflecting on this, whether, if we could have had a bit more time focusing on why 

we're doing this, each session”. 
 

Building on the learnings of this action research, should the author have the opportunity to 

run the process with another team, it would be with the addition of a half-day workshop, 

providing the opportunity for some more conscious consideration of the Thinking 

Environment, and to build in conscious reflection time following the live learning experience.  

 

While there is room for further improvement, what the author has noticed through all the 

research methods is that the participants underwent a process of unconscious learning 

through observation and lived experience. The realisation of this process of learning was 

shared by one of the participants in their final interview …  

 

“I wasn't sure what the session would look like. And bearing in mind, the, the 

process that we have undertaken, you put me in a position where I needed to 

reflect, I wasn't really analysing what we were doing, you know, along the way. So, 

what has tended to happen? Is that the things that you prompted us to do, we're 

now becoming our way of doing things, of course, with our leaders, you know, and 

forcing some of them in the way that we are doing, but you are not realising that you 

are gradually shifting towards a certain way of doing things.” 

  

Further, all three teams expressed the desire to continue applying the Thinking Environment 

in their team meetings.  

 

 

6. CONCLUSION 
 

Overall, results of the research indicate that when the Thinking Environment is applied in a 

team meeting setting, the psychological safety of that team increases, and that the perceived 

quality of thinking also increases. 

Analysis of the findings presented five key themes: awareness of ‘difference’, the role of the 

leader, time and the meeting format, the transactional versus relational nature of meetings 

and the share of ‘voice’.  In exploring these themes more deeply in the context of the original 

research aims, three core learnings emerged. The first, is how the Thinking Environment 

offers a means of supporting psychological safety by providing a shared set of behaviours 
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and structure for teams to use. This complements the guidance and emphasis that 

Edmundson puts on the role of the leader in building psychological safety.  

Second, was affirmation of how the Thinking Environment can meaningfully help teams 

create spaces of ease free from the disruption, and assault of interruption to thinking caused 

by operating pressure and time constraints. This not only improves the quality of their 

thinking, but helps create a more relational space where ‘difference’ is welcomed.  

The third learning was an observation that, with the resonance the Thinking Environment 

has with Indigenous wisdom, it offers a means to create environments where it is possible to 

bridge different worldviews to benefit from the richness of diverse thinking welcomed through 

equal share of ‘voice’.  

Reflecting on the research experience, what stands out for the author is how some of the 

themes that emerged, and which the Thinking Environment helped address, such as time 

and the constraints of the meeting format, were in themselves also challenges for the 

research process itself. The ethno-graphic reflection proved immensely valuable in 

processing the experience to ensure it did not interfere with the research or the experience 

of the participants. Through having to embody the Components of the Thinking Environment 

to ‘hold the space’ with much many forms of interruption present, the author has found their 

own understanding and appreciation of the Thinking Environment deepen significantly which 

will benefit their practice. Overall the author found the experience immensely enriching both 

personally and professionally.  

In reviewing the research and the methodology, the author has identified several 

opportunities for further investigation. This case study involved three teams, while 

specifically selected to provide a range of team types and structures, it is still small in sample 

size, as is the size of the teams themselves. 

To preserve the confidentiality of the participants the research took a more ‘meta’ approach 

looking at overall themes and insights that surfaced across all three teams.  There wasn’t 

any exploration into whether there is any influence through each team’s role, location or 

broader organisational context, or comparison between the teams. In addition, as the focus 

was on the team environment the leader was not a specific area of exploration, however, as 

indicated, they do play a role in the team dynamics.  

Further, the case study itself was conducted over a relatively short period of time and limited 

number of sessions, and follow-up exploration of how the teams have taken and if learning 

had continued to be applied was not in the scope of the research. A recommendation would 

be for future research to include in its design, expansion of the sample size to cover a 
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greater number of teams, and a combination of size teams, to run the study for a longer 

period of time, and include a follow-up session with the team. This would potentially provide 

even richer data to test the findings of this study. In addition, the study could be conducted 

by more than one researcher to test any differences through delivery of the intervention 

phase of the research. 

 

Beyond building on the specific research of this study, the author also recommends further 

exploration of the use of the Thinking Environment as a means of bridging different cultural 

worldviews within meeting spaces to generate the type of thinking and resulting action so 

needed to address the challenges facing society today. 
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APPENDIX 

Appendix A: The Ten Components of the Thinking Environment (Time to Think 2021) 

Attention Listening without interruption and with interest in where the person will 
go next in their thinking 
Attention is an act of creation. 

The quality of our attention determines the quality of other people’s 
thinking. Attention, driven by the promise of no interruption, and by 
respect and interest in where people will go with their thinking, is the 
key to a Thinking Environment. Attention is that powerful. 
It generates thinking. It is an act of creation. 

Equality Regarding each other as thinking peers, giving equal time to think 
Even in a hierarchy people can be equal as thinkers. 

In a Thinking Environment everyone is valued equally as a thinker. 
Everyone gets a turn to think out loud and a turn to give attention. To 
know you will get your turn to speak makes your attention more 
genuine and relaxed. It also makes your speaking more succinct. 

Equality keeps the talkative people from silencing the quiet ones. And 
it requires the quiet ones to contribute their own thinking. The result is 
high quality ideas and decisions. 

Ease Discarding internal urgency 
Ease creates; urgency destroys. 

Ease, an internal state free from rush or urgency, creates the best 
conditions for thinking. 

But Ease, particularly in organisations and through the ‘push’ aspect of 
social networking, is being systematically bred out of our lives. if we 
want people to think well under impossible deadlines and inside the 
injunctions of ‘faster, better, cheaper, more,’ we must cultivate internal 
ease. 

Appreciation Noticing what is good and saying it 
The human mind works best in the presence of appreciation. 

In life we learn that to be appreciative is to be naïve, whereas to be 
critical is to be realistic. 
In discussions, therefore, we focus first, and sometimes only, on things 
that are not working. Consequently, because the brain requires 
appreciation to work well, our thinking is often specious. 

The Thinking Environment recognises the right ratio of appreciation to 
challenge so that individuals and groups can think at their best. 

Encouragement Giving courage to go to the unexplored edge of thinking by ceasing 
competition as thinkers 
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To be ‘better than’ is not necessarily to be ‘good’. 

To compete does not ensure certain excellence. It merely ensures 
comparative success. Therefore, competition between thinkers can be 
dangerous. It can keep their attention on each other 
as rivals, not on the huge potential for each to think courageously for 
themselves. 

A Thinking Environment prevents internal competition among 
colleagues, replacing it with a wholehearted, unthreatened search for 
good ideas. 

Feelings Welcoming the release of emotion 
Unexpressed feelings can inhibit good thinking. 

Thinking stops when we are upset. But if we express feelings just 
enough, thinking re-starts. Unfortunately, we have this backwards in 
our society. We think that when feelings start, thinking stops. When we 
assume this, we interfere with exactly the process that helps a person 
to think 
clearly again. 

If instead, when people show signs of feelings, we relax and welcome 
them, good thinking will resume. 

Information Absorbing all the relevant facts  
Full and accurate information results in intellectual integrity. 

We base our decisions on information of many sorts. When the 
information is incorrect or limited, the quality of our thinking suffers and 
we can be trapped in denial. Accurate and full information can both 
dismantle denial and construct a rich template of truth for fine 
independent thinking. 

Difference Prioritising diversity of group identities and understanding their 
lived experience  
Reality is diverse. To think for ourselves well we need to surround 
ourselves with people from different identity groups and to understand 
as fully as possible their lived experience. 

The greater the diversity of the group, the greater the difference in 
perspective, and the richer the divergent thinking of everyone. 

Incisive 
questions 

Freeing the human mind of untrue assumptions lived as true 
A wellspring of good ideas lies just beneath an untrue limiting 
assumption. 
An Incisive Question will remove it, freeing the mind to think afresh. 

The key block to high-quality independent thinking is an untrue limiting 
assumption, lived as true. To free the mind, therefore, we need to 
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know how to construct an Incisive Question, a tool of unbelievable 
precision and power. 

Place Producing a physical environment – the room, the listener, your 
body – that says, ‘You matter’ 
When the physical environment affirms our importance, we think more 
clearly and boldly. 
When our bodies are cared for and respected, our thinking improves. 

Thinking Environments are places that say back to people, ‘You 
matter.’ People think at their best when they notice that the place 
reflects their value to the people there and to the event. 

And because the first place of thinking is the body, it needs to be in a 
condition that says to us as thinkers, ‘You matter’. 

In these ways, Place is a silent form of appreciation. 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

Appendix B: Pre- and post-intervention online survey questions 
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_________________________________________________________________________ 

Appendix C: Pre- and post-intervention qualitative questions for interviews  
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_________________________________________________________________________ 

Appendix D: BMPF7010 - Research Proposal (A.Britz 2029338) 
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PROVISIONAL TITLE 

How can the Thinking Environment build psychological safety in team meetings to improve 
the quality of individual and collective thinking and action? 

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

6. How effectively can the Thinking Environment approach be applied as a live learning 

experience in a team meeting setting? 

7. To what extent can the Thinking Environment help build psychological safety in a team 

meeting setting? 

8. What is the perceived impact of the Thinking Environment on individual thinking and 

action? 

9. What is the perceived impact of the Thinking Environment on collective thinking and 

action? 

10. What is the experience of the team, the individual and the researcher in this process? 

 

CONTEXT  

Market Context 

The technological advancements of the 20th century have driven globalisation, changing how 

we live and work. Labour migration and technology, in particular influence the complexity 

that societies, businesses, teams and individuals are grappling with (Cox et al 2014).  More 

recently, the COVID-19 pandemic has led greater adoption of virtual and interconnected 

working (Mangla 2021, Reuil 2022). There is also emerging recognition of intersectionality 

and the far-reaching implications of this (Zhang et. al 2021). 

Organisations are facing the challenge of how to adapt working practices to support 

individuals and teams navigate cross-cultural and intersectional complexity (Cox et. al 2014, 

Booysen 2015, Stout-Rostron 2017).   

 

Literary Context 

Culture 
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Early cultural theorists, such as Hofstede (1997), Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner (1998) 

and Rosinki (2003) define culture as the constructed and collective understanding a group of 

people differentiating it from another group, manifest through symbols and language, values 

and assumptions. However, as explored in their recent paper, this author (Britz 2022) 

concurs with more recent views that due to globalisation culture cannot be viewed as a 

single construct, rather as a shifting kaleidoscope of different dimensions such as race, 

ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, education etc.  

 

Intersectionality 

There is also an increasing dialogue on the need to recognise these layers of ‘difference’ or 

‘intersectionality’ as the complex multiple realities and lived experiences that exist within 

individuals and group identities, especially for those who have experienced social injustice. 

Roche and Passmore (2021) express the view that, in trying to manage diversity, many 

organisations have inadvertently been deaf to the voices of unique difference and lived 

experience.  

Psychological safety 

To hear difference, organisations need to first create an environment where people feel they 

are listened to and safe expressing themselves openly without judgement. In her study 

‘Psychological Safety and Learning Behaviour in Work Teams’ Edmondson (1999) defines 

team psychological safety as a shared belief that it is safe to take a personal risk such as 

speaking one’s mind and a team environment “characterized by interpersonal trust and 

mutual respect in which people are comfortable being themselves” (p 354). 

In a competitive business environment where innovation and improvement is vital there is a 

commercial benefit of psychological safety as seen in the longitudinal study by Google’s 

People Analytics Group which indicated that psychological safety was a key characteristic of 

the company’s high performing teams (Newman et. al 2017). Similarly Stout-Rostron’s 

(2017) review of diversity studies in the workplace included how cognitive task performance 

and solution finding is better when there are differing opinions.  However, research such as 

Singh et al (2013) also indicates that the greater the diversity of the group the more 

challenging it is to create psychological safety.  

 

Introducing the Thinking Environment  
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The Thinking Environment is an approach founded on a positive philosophical belief in the 

capability of all individuals as independent generative thinkers that is enabled through the 

creation of a safe space of deep, respectful and appreciative listening without assumptions 

(Kline 2020). The Thinking Environment methodology is imparted through a facilitated 

experiential learning process that calls on the individual and collective accountability of the 

group (Time to Think 2021). 

As shown in Figure 1 (Time to Think 2021) below there are ten components which Kline 

(2020) suggests create the Thinking Environment when embodied by a group. 

 

Figure 1: The Ten Components of a Thinking Environment  

(Time to Think 2021) 

 

One component is ‘information’ which includes all elements of an individual’s social context 

and the freedom to choose what to surface (Kline 2021).  This aligns with Roche and 

Passmore (2021) who argue that to fully recognise the multiculturalism and intersectionality 

of today’s workplace it is important to also acknowledge the historical social injustice that 

was and still is present.   

 

Organisational Context 

Rio Tinto plc is an organisation that epitomises the influence of globalisation and intercultural 

complexity and intersectionality in the workplace. A multi-national company with over 40,000 

employees located in more than 40 countries around the world, Rio Tinto is vocal in its 

commitment to increasing the diversity of its workforce and driving a culture of greater 

inclusion where “all voices are heard, all cultures respected” (Rio Tinto 2023).  

 

JUSTIFICATION AND INTENDED VALUE OF RESEARCH 
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As a coach working with organisations of diverse workforces this author witnesses the 

challenges in navigating multi-cultural complexity and intersectionality outlined above and 

agrees with the potential positive impact on the individual, team, organisational and societal 

level of finding ways to recognise and make space for diversity of thought and identity. 

As a trained practitioner of The Thinking Environment this author seeks to conduct a work-

based research study that explores how the Thinking Environment might be used to build 

psychological safety in diverse teams. 

This author believes this research is timely and offers three core potential benefits:  

1) To raise awareness of the layers of complex multiculturalism and intersectionality that 

exists in teams. 

2) To further contribute to the research on psychological safety and diversity in team 

settings. 

3) To provide practical and accessible guidance on the Thinking Environment as a 

methodology to support organisations in recognising and embracing diversity. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The author believes that the ontology for this study is that of Interpretivism.  The research 

is focused on understanding participants’ subjective experiences and perspectives of the 

Thinking Environment and recognises their views will be influenced by their respective layers 

of intersectionality. However, the author also acknowledges she comes with her own 

personal layers of intersectionality and cultural influence which will influence her interactions 

with the participants and the analysis of the data. Both these elements echo Interpretivism4 

and in particular the Interpretivist approach of Symbolic interactionism5.  

The research will also be informed by the Critical Theory of transformative learning 6 in 

line with the intention to contribute to the movement for positive social change by helping 

 
4 “Interpretivism argues that truth and knowledge are subjective, as well as culturally and historically 

situated, based on people’s experiences and their understanding of them. Researchers can never be 
completely separate from their own values and beliefs, so these will inevitably inform the way in which 
they collect, interpret and analyse data” (Ryan 2018, p8). 

 
5 Symbolic interactionism has three core principles: 1) People’s behaviour is based on their own 

meanings; 2) Meanings are generated from social interactions; 3) People may adapt meanings, based 
on their perceptions of situations or their experiences of them (Ryan 2018, p9). 

 
6 The process of participatory research to build awareness of current state in order to identify 
opportunities for social change (Fleming 2021).  
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organisations challenge their traditional practices and find ways to better embrace diversity 

in the workplace. 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

This author suggests the research is conducted as a phenomenological action-based 

case study. Figure 2 below briefly describes these elements (Denscombe 2014) and their 

link to the research questions. 
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Figure 2: Research choice described by Descombe (2014) and author’s justification  

The author is recommending a three-stage mixed methods approach as shown in Figure 3 

below. Mixed methods is recommended for case studies to increase the strength of the 

internal validity through data triangulation (Crowe et al 2011).  

 

Figure 3: A proposed three-stage research design 

 

CASE SELECTION AND SAMPLING  

Crowe et al (2011) and Denscombe (2014) both stress the importance of careful case 

selection in any case study research. Given the specific focus of a case study there is not a 

recommended sample size (Denscombe 2014) however Crowe et al (2011) offer three types 

of case study approaches as shown in Figure 4 below.  
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Figure 4: Three case study types (Denscombe 2014) 

For this study the author proposes to run an instrumental case study however, would like 

to potentially expand the research to a collective case study with two other cases to test 

application of the Thinking Environment with teams of varying levels of multiculturalism and 

potential intersectionality as outlined in Figure 5 below. 

 

Figure 5: A two-part case study  
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ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

There are five main ethical considerations for this study that the authored has identified which 

are outlined in Figure 6 including suggested mitigations. 

 

Figure 6: Ethical considerations and proposed mitigation 
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LEARNING OUTCOMES 

In addition to the Module 7 learning outcomes this author has three individual learning 

outcomes: 

1. Building skill in conducting insider research  

2. Deepening knowledge of cultural diversity and intersectionality, including in-depth literature 

review, and the implications of these for future society. 

3. Expanding this author’s consultancy to support organisations in their diversity efforts. 

 

TIMESCALES 
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APPENDIX 

Appendix A: Example of Edmondson’s 7-point scale test for psychological safety 

(Edmondson 1999) 

 

 

Appendix B: Indicative pre- and post-intervention qualitative questions for interviews 

• Intersectionality is defined as the different layers of our identity such as ethnicity, 
national culture, race, gender, age, education, heritage etc.  Please share some of the 
elements that in your view make up your identity. 

• Please describe which if any of these elements of identity do you see in your team?  

• Do you feel that this presence, or lack thereof of shared identity elements influences 
how you interact in team settings? 

• How would you describe the dynamics of your team meetings?  

• What is the impact, if any, of these dynamics on your ability to think fully and 
generatively in team meetings? 

• How would you describe the team’s collective thinking?  
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Appendix C: GDPR Principles relating to processing of personal data (GDPR 2023)  

 

 

Appendix D: Organisational approval for research 
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