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2018 Survey: One Question at Hand Today

Following each annual survey, leaders across NASA receive a spreadsheet 
including the percent of positive responses from each part of their 
organizations. Here we look at one question from the survey that’s very 
important to safety climate:

• Question 17: I can disclose a suspected violation of any law, rule, or 
regulation without fear of reprisal.

– The data reports the “percent positive” responses, the number of responders if 
10 or more, and the level within the organization:

• Level 1: Senior Leaders (Center Directors)
• Level 2: Directors (Directorates)
• Level 3: Managers (Division)
• Level 4: Supervisors (Branch)

• This is a critically important question for mission success and workplace 
safety. If the percent of positive response is perceived to be low, what 
should leaders and managers do? Let’s compare 2016-2018 data now.
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2018 Divisions Below the 82 Percent NASA Average
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Colors vary from green (most) to yellow to orange to red (least). This 
division’s offices responded significantly below average. 

The overall number of offices at or below 60 percent positive responses 
has decreased dramatically in 2018.
• 2016 saw 52 offices in that range; lowest at 16 percent
• 2017 saw 43; lowest at 17 percent
• 2018 saw only 30; lowest at 27 percent 

Number of offices at or above 90 percent:
• 2016: 124
• 2017: 207
• 2018: 199

This is measurable improvement over three years.
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Example 2: A Cluster Within a Department
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• Fear of reprisal was a theme in both the Challenger and Columbia 
mishaps. 

• Research since 1993 suggests that a quality different than trust, called 
“psychological safety,” exists to varying degrees within small groups. 

“Psychological safety describes individuals’ perceptions about the 
consequences of interpersonal risks in their work environment. It consists of 
taken-for-granted beliefs about how others will respond when one puts 
oneself on the line, such as by asking a question, seeking feedback, 
reporting a mistake, or proposing a new idea.”

- Dr. Amy Edmondson, Harvard Business School  
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Example 3: Wide Variance Between Offices
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“When psychological safety is present, it describes a climate in which the 
focus can be productive discussion that enables early prevention of problems 
and accomplishment of shared goals, because people are less likely to focus 
on self-protection.” 

– Dr. Edmondson, 2003
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Summary

• Your spreadsheet should be used as a leadership tool.
– Possible actions:

• A leadership/performance discussion with managers and supervisors 
of low-scoring organizations

• All-hands meeting with the organization without the manager
• Skip-level survey of the manager
• Leadership training, coaching, or mentoring
• Removal from management position

• How can leaders create “psychological safety?”
– Be available and approachable1. Reduces perceived barriers that 

prohibit discussion.
– Seek input and feedback1. Shows respect for opinions; contributes to a 

norm of active participation.
– Model openness and fallibility1. Signals that errors and concerns can 

be discussed without fear of punishment.

1 “Psychological Safety, Trust and Learning in Organizations: A Group-Level Lens. 
Dr. Amy Edmondson, Harvard Business School. 2003
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Additional Mining of the FEVS

• This approach can be used for all survey questions, 
not just Question 17.  

• Some recommendations under “taking care of your 
people.”
– My training needs are assessed.
– Discussions with my supervisor about my performance are 

worthwhile.
• A question under “accomplish the mission.”

– Creativity and innovation are rewarded.
– Aerospace Safety Advisory Panel: “… raising an issue 

shouldn’t take an act of courage …”
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