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Introduction



We know you want to get right into it. But before we tell you what psychological safety is, let’s get on 

the same page about what it isn’t. It’s not a nebulous concept to be discussed only by academics. It’s 

not a forced ideology, a trend, or a box to check. It’s definitely not compliance. It isn’t an escape from 

accountability, an excuse to be permissive, or an awkward, forced smile. It’s not just kindness, it’s more 

than diversity, and it’s bigger than corporate. Makes sense?

The same way that fish have water, humans have culture. You can’t just step out of culture and dry your-

self off with a towel. You’re in it, and it’s in you. Culture is a complicated blend of values, assumptions, 

perceptions, attitudes, beliefs, behaviors, and customs. But at the end of the day, it all comes out in the 

way we interact.

We, as humans, crave interaction. We’re biologically driven to connect with each other because we have 

an innate need to belong. The need for connection and belonging, much like the need for food, shelter, 

and water, governs the quality of our interactions, and consequently our relationships. These are needs 

that exist regardless of status, beliefs, race, gender, or religion. 

At the heart of all of this: culture, human experience, and interaction, we find psychological safety. No, it’s 

not a concept that stays locked in your office supply closet and pulled out during damage control. And it’s 

definitely not just a theoretical concept meant for academic debate. It’s an integral part of your everyday life.

If we zoom out on the concept, psychological safety is the foundation of great culture, so let’s 
start there:
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So what is psychological safety, really? We can explain it in a couple of different ways. The first way is 

short and snappy: Psychological safety is a culture of rewarded vulnerability. But the second definition? 

Well, it’s a little longer and a whole lot more specific. 

Psychological safety is the key to mending broken interactions and creating cultures of rewarded vulnera-

bility in every social setting. Yes, we use the workplace as our primary example in this book, but that’s be-

cause the primary benefits of psychological safety have unique workplace dividends. Psychological safety 

creates sanctuaries of inclusion and incubators of innovation where people feel safe to be their authentic 

selves and create value exponentially. 

If you’re a leader of any kind, if you influence others with your daily interactions (surprise, that’s everyone), 

or if you just want to learn how to be a better human, then you should start with a foundation of psycholog-

ical safety. You should learn how to model and reward vulnerability across The 4 Stages of Psychological 

Safety™ and influence the cultures you participate in for good. 

Keep reading and we’ll get there together. 

All you need to know right now (after all, this is just the introduction, we can’t tell you everything right 

away) is that being human is a vulnerable thing. It always has been, and our guess is that it always will be. 

Broken interactions between humans punish our innate vulnerabilities. These kinds of interactions seem to 

saturate our workplaces, our relationships, and the digital sphere. We live in a world full of human collision 

that leaves a wake of bruises, insecurities, and scars that inhibits connection and stifles change.



The History



The concept of psychological safety is as old as the first human interaction. But it’s only been in recent 

years that we have consolidated the concept under a unifying term. Before that, many social scientists 

have contributed to the foundation of psychological safety:

In 1844, Soren Kierkegaard identified creativity as both a generative and destructive force that produces 

anxiety in the person who engages in the process. 

In 1942, Joseph Schumpeter identified a pattern of creative destruction where continuous innovation 

mutates and destroys the status quo in the process.

In 1943, Abraham Maslow identifies “belongingness needs,” stating that, “if both the physiological and 

the safety needs are fairly well gratified, then there will emerge the love and affection and belonging-

ness needs.”

In 1947, Herbert Simon suggested that fully functioning organizations need “attitudes of friendliness and 

cooperation.” 

In 1954 Carl Rogers studies the relationship between the therapist and the patient, and uncovered the 

concept of unconditional positive regard. As we expand his theory to the bigger social collective, we 

note that inclusion starts with acknowledgment and appreciation of the humanity in each one of us.

With a strong foundation and a lot of curious people asking similar questions, the term psychological 

safety made its debut back in 1965. 

In 1960, Douglas McGregor referred to nonphysical “security needs.”
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William Kahn, professor of organizational behavior, reignited interest in psychological safety in 1990 with 

his paper Psychological Conditions of Personal Engagement and Disengagement at Work. He explained 

that in order for employees to feel engaged at work (which is a key ingredient in effective performance), 

they need to feel safe to express themselves authentically. 

At this point, more people started to catch onto the idea. In 1999 Amy Edmonson, professor of Leader-

ship at Harvard Business School added to these definitions of psychological safety. She described it as 

“a shared belief held by members of a team that the team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking.” Edmon-

son’s addition brought important insight into the world of psychological safety: Psychological safety is a 

shared experience, and that means it’s a shared responsibility. 

Even Google got on board: In 2014, Google conducted its “Project Aristotle” where the massive organiza-

tion studied 180 of its own teams for a period of three years. They identified psychological safety as the 

defining characteristic of its most high-performing teams.

Enter Timothy R. Clark: CEO of LeaderFactor, social scientist, an expert in cultural transformation, and 

author of The 4 Stages of Psychological Safety: Defining the Path to Inclusion and Innovation. His frame-

work follows a universal pattern that reflects the natural progression of human needs in social settings. 

Just like humans need water, food, and shelter to survive, teams that want to innovate need four things 

in order to thrive: they need to feel included and safe to learn, contribute, and challenge the status quo. 

Clark’s work focuses on helping organizations move from theory to practice: Modeling and rewarding 

vulnerability is the way to build psychological safety across its four stages.
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Originally coined by Edgar H. Schein and Warren G. Bennis in their book, Personal and Organizational 

Change Through Group Methods: The Laboratory Approach, they defined psychological safety as a cli-

mate “which encourages provisional tries and which tolerates failure without retaliation, renunciation, or 

guilt.” Schein and Bennis put to paper a human truth that we’ve been experiencing for centuries: 

People don’t want to be punished for what makes them human. 



The Why Before the What



Psychological Safety: Where Great Culture Starts

What makes a culture “great?” When we say that great culture starts with psychological safety, we’re 

not talking about perks and parties. We’re talking about:

As the foundation of culture, psychological safety will transform your organization and empower your 

team members to be inclusive and innovative in their everyday interactions. But psychological safety, just 

like culture, is delicate and dynamic. It’s perishable, not permanent. It requires intention too. 

Because unfortunately, psychological safety doesn’t just happen. So it can’t be a one-and-done initiative 

or a back-burner idea. It should be at the forefront of your strategy. It has to be monitored and measured. 

It has to be planned out, revisited, and consistently improved.

So how do you create an environment where your culture can actually stick? You start with psycholog-

ical safety. No other cultural initiative or employee development program can succeed without first 

creating psychological safety. Research has shown it’s the #1 variable in team performance, the key 

ingredient for creating inclusive environments, and the heart of high-performing, innovative teams.

Teams that are high-performing, inclusive, and innovative.

An organization with no hidden problems or pockets of toxicity. 

Team members are committed to, not compliant with, your culture.

A place where everyone has a voice, and everyone is listened to.

Employees that exceed expectations and improve without coaxing.

Applications pour in while top talent never wants to leave. 

A place where high levels of accountability drive success. 

-

-

-

-

-

-

-
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Employee engagement surveys are an integral part of many culture initiatives in many organizations, but 

which comes first in the causal chain: psychological safety or employee engagement? William Khan, 

an organizational psychologist, claims that employee engagement is all about expression in one’s role. 

Emotional, intellectual, physical, and social expression are all vital parts of this definition.

We engage in environments that engage with us in return. Psychological safety and modeled and re-

warded vulnerability enable us to express ourselves freely at work because they create the inclusive 

environments we crave.

Agile promises fast, frictionless, scalable solutions. So what’s preventing you from reaping its rewards? 

The first value of the Agile Manifesto is “individuals and interactions over processes and tools.” And yet 

so many teams seem to throw that value out the window before they even start. 

Agile processes and tools provide support, but the core of the agile approach isn’t the scrum or the 

sprint. It’s how the team interacts that ultimately determines success. 

Oxygen for the Agile Movement

The Lead Indicator for Employee Engagement
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Frame Agile as a cultural implementation.

Develop, document, and display vulnerable behavior/response pairings.

Focus on one behavior during each scrum and practice cultural accountability.

Formally evaluate your dialogic process in the sprint retrospective.

Conclude your scrum with a “question/reflection.”

-

-

-

-

-

Five ways to increase psychological safety to foster a collaborative, successful agile team:



What is Psychological Safety?



A Culture of Rewarded Vulnerability

But what happens when our acts of vulnerability are rewarded instead of punished? Those positive inter-

actions draw out a performance response in us and we move towards innovation. Why? 

Because we’re finally allowed to thrive. 

Those negative interactions, which we call acts of punished vulnerability, bring out a natural fear re-

sponse. It makes sense that in environments where we think we could get hurt we hide and try to fly 

under the radar. Essentially, we’re in survival mode. We remember past experiences where people have 

punished us for being vulnerable and make mental notes to avoid those people, or those situations, in 

the future. We avoid disruption, throw ourselves into executive function, and do everything in our power 

to keep the boat steady and sailing. We even edit and modify our authentic selves to become some-

one that can’t be punished for who we are. 

It’s natural to want to avoid vulnerable situations, especially if our most vulnerable moments are con-

sistently mocked, penalized, or shamed. As a form of protection, we live our lives in a constant state of 

threat detection. Our heads are on a swivel, eyes peeled for moments when we could be hurt. 

Before we get right into the thick of it, let’s make sure you know what we mean when we say vulnerabili-

ty. Vulnerability is an inherently human experience (meaning that every person experiences vulnerability, 

although they might experience it differently than you do). Every time you do something that exposes 

your insecurity, makes you feel uncertain, or otherwise pushes you out of your comfort zone, you’re 

committing an act of vulnerability. 

What is Vulnerability?

Threat Detection

The Fear Response

The Performance Response
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What is Psychological Safety?



There are some acts of vulnerability that feel more vulnerable to us than others. We call this The 

Ladder of Vulnerability, and you have a ladder that’s unique to you. That means that what’s vulner-

able for you might be no big deal for someone else. The opposite is also true: What you expect to 

be easy for a member of your team may be debilitatingly difficult for them.

Our vulnerabilities are shaped by past experiences, beliefs, perceptions, fears, and even our goals. 

They affect how we behave and perform, how we think and feel, and how we interact with others. 

We can’t entirely avoid the parts of life that make us feel vulnerable, but we sure do want to avoid 

discomfort and fear. 

Being your authentic self

Interacting with other people

Expressing your emotions

Sharing something personal

Connecting with your team

Asking for help

Admitting you don’t know

Trying something new

Making a mistake

Giving an incorrect answer

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Accepting more responsibility

Receiving feedback

Contributing to a discussion

Clarifying expectations

Asking for more resources

Raising a concern

Expressing disagreement

Challenging the way things are done

Pointing out a mistake

Offering a different point of view

Where Our Vulnerabilities Collide
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Common Acts of Vulnerability



While some forms of punishing vulnerability are macroscopic and clearly against organizational policy, 

others are microscopic and almost undetectable. This is why it’s so easy for complacent cultures with 

fearful employees to allow their team members to suffer. In these organizations punished vulnerability 

becomes so routine and consistent that you assume it’s how it’s always been, and how it’ll always be.

Dismissing requests for help

Reacting poorly to mistakes and failures

Not taking “no” for an answer

Asking someone to try something new without clear expectations

Ignoring effort and expecting perfection

Refusing to provide more resources for larger/new tasks

Taking feedback poorly

Shutting down candor/challenges to the status quo

Because your experiences with vulnerability are unique, you might not realize that your actions are pun-

ishing the vulnerabilities of your team members. You might not even know what their vulnerabilities are. 

But it’s not too late to change the way you interact, and it’s not too late to learn what makes the people 

around you feel vulnerable.

Common instances of punished vulnerability:
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-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Punished Vulnerability = Evidence of Low Psychological Safety



You’ll feel the difference in energy when you start rewarding, instead of punishing or ignoring, people’s 

vulnerabilities. It’s palpable. But rewarding the vulnerabilities of others is an active choice. Especially at 

the beginning of your cultural transformation journey (before psychological safety becomes a habit) deep 

introspection and careful interaction will be two of your best friends. Self-reflect often. Notice the unspo-

ken norms of the space. Start open dialogues about your team’s vulnerabilities and talk about how those 

vulnerabilities are currently being punished. Then you can talk about what you’ll do to reward them instead.

Creating a culture of rewarded vulnerability requires both modeling and rewarding acts of vulnerability. It’s 

not enough for you to reward acts of vulnerability that your colleagues are willing to commit, you actually 

have to be vulnerable yourself. Yes, you. Especially if you’re a leader with a lot of eyes on you. But even if 

you’re not, engaging in acts of vulnerability will help others see that they’re safe to follow suit. 

Verbally acknowledging and actively respecting boundaries

Expressing gratitude for candid emotions

Giving people the space to process

Making yourself available and interruptible

Valuing honesty over correct answers

Clarifying outcomes and expectations

Offering a way forward after a mistake

Common instances of rewarded vulnerability:

15LeaderFactor ©
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-

-
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-

-

Rewarded Vulnerability = High Levels of Psychological Safety
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A neutral response to vulnerability creates an environment of doubt. Maybe there are times when a spe-

cific act of vulnerability is rewarded, but other times when that same act is punished. This inconsistency 

causes hesitancy. People who constantly experience neutral responses to vulnerability live in an environ-

ment of doubt. They aren’t sure what the next reaction will be, and probably don’t want to find out.

What does this mean? It means that it’s not enough to avoid punishing acts of vulnerability. In order to reap 

the benefits of a culture of psychological safety, you have to actively reward, not just ignore or acknowl-

edge, acts of vulnerability.

What acts of vulnerability are hardest for me?

How can I make that interaction go better next time?

Who on my team do I not know very well? 

Do I model vulnerability as much as I reward it?

How do people react when I walk into a room?

What kinds of barriers exist between me and my team members? Why?

Do I naturally include, or exclude others?

Do people feel safe to be their authentic selves around me?

Are there patterns of unsuccessful interactions in my day-to-day life?

What’s hard for my team members? Do I contribute to the difficulty?

Crack yourself open and ask these questions:

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

A Neutral Response to Vulnerability = Varied Levels of Psychological Safety

A
 C

ul
tu

re
 o

f 
R

e
w

ar
d

e
d

 V
ul

ne
ra

b
ili

ty



The 4 Stages of Psychological Safety™ framework acknowledges that we’re humans first and employees 

second. The framework follows a universal pattern that reflects the natural progression of human needs in 

social settings. These needs exist across demographics, psychographics, nations, and cultures. 

Just like humans need water, food, and shelter to survive, teams that want to innovate need four things 

in order to thrive: they need to feel included and safe to learn, contribute, and challenge the status quo. 

Teams progress through these stages as they intentionally create cultures of rewarded vulnerability 

across The 4 Stages™ :

Definition: The 4 Stages of Psychological Safety
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Stage 2   – Learner Safety: 
Can I grow?

Stage 1   – Inclusion Safety: 
Can I be my authentic self?

Stage 3 – Contributor Safety:
Can I create value?

Stage 4 – Challenger Safety:
Can I be candid about change?



Can you be your authentic self on your team? Inclusion safety satisfies the basic human need to connect 

and belong. In this stage worth precedes worthiness. All you have to do to qualify for inclusion safety is be 

human and harmless. 

When you have inclusion safety you can bring your whole self to work. When you don’t, superiority and 

hierarchy dominate your company culture. Barriers are maintained and reinforced. You might be officially 

on a team, but you won’t feel part of the team without inclusion safety. 

Interaction is Not Connection

Just because you interact with your colleagues doesn’t mean that you will automatically have meaningful 

connections with them. If your interactions are primarily negative (or neutral or inconsistent) then you hav-

en’t created an environment where real connection can happen. Once your colleagues feel that they can 

be their full selves around you you’ll stop interacting and start connecting.

Bonding vs Bridging 

It’s easy to bond with people that we naturally connect with. We have the common ground, shared expe-

riences, and similar perspectives that make interaction easy and enjoyable. But what happens when you 

interact with people that you don’t share a natural affinity with? How do you connect meaningfully with 

them? How do you bond?

You have to engage in what we call bridging behavior. Bridging behavior attempts to close the gap be-

tween who we are, and who they are. As you engage in more and more bridging behaviors and choose 

inclusivity, you’ll see evidence that those behaviors work. You’ll feel more connected to your colleagues. 

As you immerse yourself in inclusivity, you’ll see that gap closing and it will be easier to bond.

Stage 1 – 

Inclusion 
Safety.
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Do you feel superior to other people? If so, why?

What conscious bias do you have?

Is the principle of inclusion convenient or inconvenient for you?

What individual or group are you having a hard time including even if they’re doing you no harm? Why? 

“Ask for my opinion”

“Bring me into a group that I don’t think I belong to”

“Give me more responsibility”

“Express gratitude for my contributions”

“Talk about me before we talk about work”

“Start with questions, not statements”

“Talk to me, not at me”

Bridging Behaviors:

Crack yourself open and ask these questions:

Stage 1 – 

Inclusion 
Safety.
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-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-

-



Stage 2 – 
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Learner 
Safety.

Do you have the space to grow? Learning and growing is a fundamental need that needs to be satisfied in 

order for innovation to flourish in an organization. In this stage, fear is detached from mistakes, and mis-

takes are rewarded as part of the learning process. But to qualify for learner safety you have to engage in 

the learning process, it won’t happen organically. 

When you have learner safety in your organization learning is encouraged and celebrated. Learners are 

protected. When you don’t, mistakes are hidden and punished. Your team executes more than 

they innovate.

Learning is both intellectual and emotional. We all bring some level of inhibition and anxiety to the learning 

process. We all have insecurities. Who hasn’t hesitated to raise their hand to ask a question in a group 

setting for fear of embarrassment? Learning is both intellectual and emotional. It’s an interplay of the head 

and the heart.

When it comes to learning, the goal for all organizations is the same: to achieve learning agility. Learning 

agility is the ability to learn at or above the speed of change. If learning agility is less than the speed of 

change, businesses, organizations, and individuals fall behind, become stagnant, and become irrelevant. 

Our job is to help our colleagues learn when they’re not in a formal structured learning environment. 

Thinking Brain and Feeling Brain

Learning Agility



Stage 2 – 
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Learner 
Safety.

Learning involves risk. One of the most important things that you can do to build learner safety is to create 

an environment in which you detach fear from mistakes. You break them apart so that fear is no longer 

naturally associated with mistakes. If you are really trying, there should be no stigma, no shame, and no 

embarrassment associated with mistakes or failure. They are simply stepping-stones. We should reward 

failure because it’s not failure; it’s progress.

When you start working with new people, do you judge their aptitude immediately or do you suppress 

that impulse?

Do you learn as much or more from your failures as your successes?

Does your team punish failure? Do you punish failure?

Do you encourage curiosity or choke it?

Detach Fear From Mistakes

Crack yourself open and ask these questions:

-

-

-

-



Stage 3 – 
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Contributor
Safety.

Can you create value for your team? Contributor safety satisfies the basic human need to make a differ-

ence and offer meaningful contributions. When we create contributor safety for others, we empower them 

with autonomy, guidance, and encouragement in exchange for effort and results. 

When you have contributor safety in your organization your team thrives under outcome accountability. 

Roles are clearly defined, but people are encouraged to think outside of their roles. Small wins are cel-

ebrated. When you don’t, autonomy is given with little to no guidance, and team members may feel like 

bench warmers. 

If your teams want autonomy, they have to learn to love accountability. Unearned autonomy with no 

accountability can lead to disorder, discomfort, and dissatisfying results. On the other hand, too much 

accountability with no autonomy can lead to micromanaging, hand-holding, and paternalism. 

In any team, individuals may work under three different levels of accountability–task, process, and out-

come. Those who work at task-level accountability need to be walked through every aspect of the job. 

They have minimal amounts of responsibility and will likely feel minimal amounts of accountability as a 

result. But if we consistently perform well at one level, the organization is inclined to let us move upward. 

Once a team member shows that they can complete tasks sufficiently, they graduate to process-level 

accountability: tasks can be strung together in a predictable, consistent process and they will still know 

what to do. Sure, this grants a level of freedom that task-level accountability doesn’t, but process-level ac-

countability doesn’t create much space for innovation, creativity, or challenging the way things are done.

Autonomy and Accountability

The Three Levels of Accountability



Stage 3 – 
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Contributor
Safety.

The third level of accountability is where good employees can become influential innovators: outcome-lev-

el accountability. Here how we get our work done, how we accomplish our tasks, and how we manage 

projects and processes don’t matter so much. It’s all about the outcome. 

This kind of autonomy and trust, when coupled with psychological safety, gives team members permis-

sion to push boundaries. They’ll feel a strong sense of responsibility for the projects and deliverables that 

are assigned to them. They’ll be motivated to make things better, not because they were asked to, but 

because they want to.

What’s your tell-to-ask ratio?

Have you ever withheld contributor safety from someone who had earned it?

Can you be genuinely happy for the success of others?

Have you ever given somebody contributor safety too fast? What happened?

Crack yourself open and ask these questions:

-

-

-

-



Stage 4 – 
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Challenger 
Safety.

Do you feel like you can be candid about change? Challenger safety satisfies the basic human need to 

make things better. When we create challenger safety, we give air cover (protection) in exchange for candor. 

Challenger safety gives team members a voice to speak up when there is an opportunity to improve. 

People can disagree productively. When you don’t have challenger safety teams fall silent and people are 

punished for their bravery and candor. 

In these moments of collision, a leader’s task is to simultaneously increase intellectual friction and de-

crease social friction. High intellectual friction lets your team harness creative abrasion and constructive 

dissent and arrive at real innovation.

Collaboration is human collision, and unsurprisingly, causes friction.

Oftentimes, social friction stands in your way and threatens to derail innovative conversations. Social fric-

tion separates and stratifies. It encourages defensive, divisive, and disengaged behavior. In atmospheres 

with high social friction, the problem keeps growing while a solution is nowhere in sight. Intellectual fric-

tion, on the other hand, is the bones of innovation. 

Keep in mind that social friction is a natural symptom of vulnerability and shouldn’t be punished when it oc-

curs. The leader’s job is to facilitate human collision on their teams and harness it into intellectual friction, 

collaboration, and eventually, innovation. You may have other industry or organization-specific nuances 

that will influence this process on your team. Regardless of where you work, decreasing social friction, and 

thus increasing psychological safety, will improve the quality of your interactions across every department.

Managing and Harnessing Friction



Break before breakdowns.

When your team gets tired and interpersonal dynamics break down, social friction can explode. You don’t 

have to power through! Take a break when you see this happen. At the end of the day, we’re not robots in 

a factory, we’re humans at work. Before you break, make sure your team is aware that high social friction is 

causing the tension, and that you will return when levels have decreased. 

Build on the ideas of others.

Your team members may keep quiet because they worry they’ll step on toes with their suggestions. This 

doesn’t mean they don’t want to make the improvements, it means they lack the perceived permission to 

do so. Teach your team to disassemble and rebuild things that they didn’t create. Ask them to think outside 

of their role. 

Define the scope.

Meetings are easily derailed by minor details and major reframes, which, most of the time, weren’t the 

purpose of the meeting in the first place. To avoid this, clearly communicate what can be dismantled, what 

is being discussed, what should be considered, and what parameters can’t budge.

Mandate a no-interruption rule.

Even if the interruptions aren’t made in spite (after all, interruption can be an indicator of a highly-engag-

ing discussion), this rule will empower your team members with the respect and permission they need to 

be effective collaborators. Your discussions will feel like intellectual friction when they are governed by 

healthy communication. If they start to feel like arguments, social friction is at play.

When was the last time you challenged the status quo in your organization?

Are questions welcome on your team?

Do you feel the risk of ridicule on your team?

Do you invite others to disagree with you?

3 Ways to Increase Intellectual Friction on Your Team

Crack yourself open and ask these questions:

3 Ways to Decrease Social Friction on Your Team

Call it when you see it.

Your team needs this shared terminology in order to face friction intentionally. Giving a name to the uncom-

fortable feeling in the room can do wonders for diffusing it. When your colleagues hear your verbal com-

mitment to resolving moments of social friction they’ll catch the vision and follow suit. 

Assign dissent.

Social friction increases when disagreement feels personal. In reality, most people disagree in good faith, 

not for the sake of attack. If your team can’t make the distinction between disagreement for the common 

good and malicious disagreement, assign the task of dissent. Take away the urge to make assumptions 

about the intent of the feedback-giver. Encourage your team to explore negative feedback through an 

impartial lens.
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Embracing Culture by Design



Culture by Default
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We said it in the introduction: culture is a complicated blend of values, assumptions, perceptions, attitudes, 

beliefs, behaviors, and customs. But essentially, it’s just interaction. Each seemingly discrete interaction 

both shapes you and is shaped by you. As those interactions build up (assuming you interact with the same 

people in the same settings) over time, a culture forms. 

Now you have expectations. Fears. Assumptions born from previous experiences, both positive and nega-

tive, that influence how you show up every, single day. These expectations are unspoken. They’re hidden 

rules that (in most organizational cultures) you’re expected to figure out in a painful process of trial-and-er-

ror. And if you don’t figure it out? Your unexpected, out-of-line behavior is punished, and you’re left feeling 

vulnerable.

When you do figure it out, you learn that there are people you speak freely with and other people you 

tiptoe around. There are things that can be said, and things that can’t. There are groups you know you’re 

welcome to join, and cliques that seem to require some sort of secret password before they’ll even con-

sider letting you in.

So, if you haven’t made an intentional effort to shape your company culture, you’re probably embracing 

your default culture. Default cultures aren’t actively inclusive or innovative, they have hidden problems, 

and they detract from your bottom line. If you have a default culture, you won’t compete in highly dynamic 

markets. You’ll have contagious toxicity, and you won’t know why. Your employees will remain unengaged 

until they’re so unhappy that they walk out the door. Yikes.

You contribute to and participate in all of it. Always. Because, whether you like it or not, you’re a cultural 

architect in your organization.



Culture by Design

What happens when you approach culture with intentionality? Well, first, your expectations are out in the 

open. You’ll refer to them when team members are onboarded and trained, when succession planning, and 

when any major decisions are being made. No one will have to guess how they should interact with others. 

Because they’ll know what’s expected.

Second, your behavior changes. In order to truly be intentional about your culture as a whole, you have 

to be intentional about the little things. How do you greet your team members? Do you greet them at all? 

Who do you interact with during your work day? What’s your knee-jerk response to feedback, disagree-

ment, and concern? What is said when a team member makes a mistake? Is brainstorming productive?

If you want to approach your organizational culture by design, instead of by default, you should start with 

a foundation of psychological safety. It’s psychological safety that will allow all other culture changes 

and initiatives to stick, spread, and stay on any team, in any organization. But how do you build a culture 

of rewarded vulnerability in complex, dynamic organizations with thousands of employees? How do you 

increase psychological safety in cross-functional teams? What about intact ones? 

Once you see it you can’t unsee it. You make a difference.

We thought you’d never ask:

Culture by Design Starts With Psychological Safety
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L E A R N

M E A S U R E

I M P R O V E



Learn, Measure, and Improve 
Psychological Safety Across 
The 4 Stages™
The learn, measure, and improve framework will equip your organiza-

tion with a shared understanding of psychological safety, an accurate 

measurement of the level of psychological safety on your teams, and 

action plans to help teams create cultures of rewarded vulnerability.

Book a Strategy Call
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https://leaderfactor-045cd5.webflow.io/forms/strategy-call



