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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 

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

experience in a team meeting setting? 

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

meeting setting? 

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

action? 

4. What is the perceived impact of the Thinking Environment on collective thinking and 

action? 

5. 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 

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 
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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  

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 
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(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 

As a coach working with organisations of diverse workforces this author witnesses the 

challenges in navigating multi-cultural complexity and intersectionality outlined above and 
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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 Interpretivism1 

and in particular the Interpretivist approach of Symbolic interactionism2.  

The research will also be informed by the Critical Theory of transformative learning 3 in 

line with the intention to contribute to the movement for positive social change by helping 

organisations challenge their traditional practices and find ways to better embrace diversity 

in the workplace. 

 
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 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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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. 

 

Figure 2: Research choice described by Descombe (2014) and author’s justification  
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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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