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Are you approaching culture by , 
or by default?

design

Introduction



So what is , really? psychological safety

Keep reading and we’ll get there .together

Stage 1: Inclusion Safety

Stage 2: Learner Safety

Stage 3: Contributor Safety

Stage 4: Challenger Safety
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Psychological 

Safety?

What is



Psychological safety is a 

.culture of rewarded vulnerability

We define psychological safety first as a culture of rewarded 
vulnerability. Before we talk about rewarding it, let’s make sure 
you know what we mean when we say vulnerability. 



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.



Some common acts of vulnerability include:

 Making a mistake

 Giving an incorrect answe

 Accepting more responsibility

 Receiving feedback

 Contributing to a discussion

 Clarifying expectations

 Asking for more resources

 Raising a concern 

 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

Some common acts of vulnerability include:



Threat Detection

Performance Response Fear Response

Punished Vulnerability

High Psychological 
Safety

Low Psychological 
Safety

Rewarded Vulnerability

The  response.performance The response.fear

The  behind psychological safety.neuroscience



 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 mistak

 Giving autonomy when it’s earned

Common instances of rewarded vulnerability:

Blue Zones = Evidence of High Psychological Safety



Common instances of punished vulnerability :

 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 resource

 Taking feedback poorly

 Shutting down challenges to the status 
quo

Red Zones = Evidence of Low Psychological Safety



Take the Free Self-Assessment

Change the conversation 
around .vulnerability at work

Take the Free Self-Assessment

Change the conversation 
around vulnerability at work.

Download the Guide & Explore the Data

Not all vulnerability is 
.created equal

Take a look at what 
the .data says

Giving an incorrect answer
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Making a mistake

Expressing your emotions

Expressing disagreement

Pointing out a mistake

Challenging the way things are done

Sharing something personal

Asking for more resources

Raising a concern

Receiving feedback

Being your authentic self

Asking for help

Admitting you don’t know

Offering a different point of view

Trying something new

Accepting more responsibility

Interacting with other people

Clarifying expectations

Contributing to a discussion

Connecting with your team

Mean Scores

The Ladder of Vulnerability

https://www.leaderfactor.com/psychological-safety/ladder-of-vulnerability
https://www.leaderfactor.com/resources/psychological-safety-ladder-of-vulnerability


The need for .culture by design



What’s the single most important question you can ask to reveal the level of psychological 

safety on a team? Answer: “Is it expensive to be yourself?” When human beings interact in 

social settings, they subconsciously engage in threat detection. We observe, monitor, and 

gauge group dynamics—not just once, but continuously. What are we looking for?



We’re trying to figure out if we can be ourselves, and find out if the environment is 

psychologically safe. Psychological safety means it’s not expensive to be yourself—not 

socially, emotionally, politically, or economically.



Here’s a self-assessment that includes 12 common breaches of psychological safety that 

routinely occur in organizations. Ask yourself if you have experienced any of these breaches 

in the last 24 hours:

12 Common Breaches of Psychological Safety

M o v e  f r o m  t h e o r y  t o  p r a c t i c e :

1. 

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

Have you felt excluded in a social setting?


 Have you been afraid to ask a question?


 Have you remained silent when you knew the answer to a problem?


 Have you had someone else steal credit for something you did?


 Have you given a suggestion that was ignored?


 Have you been rudely interrupted in a meeting?


 Have you felt that you were the target of a negative stereotype?


 Have you faced retaliation for challenging the status quo?


 Have you had a boss who asked for feedback but didn’t really want it?


 Have you been publicly shamed or made fun of?


 Have you been punished for making an honest mistake?


 Have you been made to feel inferior?



Let’s start by eliminating some misconceptions about psychological safety. Have you 

encountered any of these on your psychological safety journey?

7 Things Psychological Safety is Not

M o v e  f r o m  t h e o r y  t o  p r a c t i c e :

It’s not a shield from accountability.

It’s not just niceness.

It’s not coddling.

It’s not consensus decision making.

It’s not unearned autonomy.

It’s not political correctness.

It’s not rhetorical reassurance.



Psychological 

Safety

The 4 

Stages of



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

Stage 2 – Learner Safety:
Can I grow?

Stage 3 – Contributor Safety:
Can I create value?

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

The 4 Stages of Psychological Safety™



The 4 Stages of Psychological Safety™

 Inclusion 
Safety

Respect for the 
individual’s innate need 
to be included, 
accepted, and gain a 
sense of belonging.

Permission for the 
individual to interact 
and be their true and 
authentic self.

Inclusion in 
exchange for 
human status & the 
absence of harm.

 Learner 
Safety

Respect for the 
individual’s innate 
need to learn, grow, 
and develop mastery.

Permission for the 
individual to engage in 
the learning process 
and make mistakes.

Encouragement 
in exchange for 
engagement.

 Contributor 
Safety

Respect for the 
individual’s innate need 
for autonomy, and 
meaningful 
contribution.

Permission for the 
individual to work with 
appropriate autonomy 
and independence.

Autonomy with 
guidance in 
exchange for 
performance and 
results.

 Challenger 
Safety

Respect for the 
individual’s innate need 
to innovate and improve 
the status quo.

Permission for the 
individual to make 
challenges to the 
status quo in good 
faith.

Air cover in 
exchange for 
candor.

Stage Definition of 
Respect

Definition of 
Permission

Social 
Exchange



You’re valued for your individuality and can bring 
your whole, authentic self to work.

When you have it...

People know your name and can pronounce it.

There are consistent connecting rituals.

Role titles aren’t status symbols. 

Differences are celebrated.

When you don’t...

Superiority reinforces barriers and forces teams 
to edit what makes them unique.

There are clear cliques on your team.

People hide behind their authority.

It’s quiet in the office. Too quiet. 

People compare, compete, and don’t collaborate.

Stage One: Inclusion Safety

Do you create inclusion safety on your team? 
Ask yourself these questions to find out:



Bonding vs. Bridging

Interaction isn’t 
. connection

Common Bridging  
 Behaviors:



Learning, and making mistakes, is encouraged as a 
part of your daily life.

When you have it...

Team members share their mistakes openly.

You’re supported in your learning goals.

You’re allowed to say “I don’t know.”

Your leaders are learning right alongside you.

When you don’t...

There’s no time to learn, much less to learn from 
your mistakes.

People stay quiet when mistakes happen.

You feel like your job is constantly on the line.

Learning is viewed as a “waste of time.”  

People only interact inside their roles.

Stage Two: Learner Safety

Do you create learner safety on your team? 
Ask yourself these questions to find out:



Learning is an  and  process. intellectual emotional

Learning is . error-driven Achieving . learning agility

Thinking Brain Feeling Brain+



Your team uses their skills and abilities to 
participate in the value-creation process.

When you have it...

Team members work with passion.

You solving problem by asking questions.

People naturally work with autonomy.

Your teams have the space to do things their way.

When you don’t...

Micromanaging dissects autonomy into a series 
of tasks to be completed.

People are bored and burnt out.

You have tasks to complete, not problems to solve.

Micromanagers take the personality out of work.  

People hesitate to take responsibility.

Stage Three: Contributor Safety



Is my team ready for 
?more accountability

Task

A
u

to
n

o
m

y Process

Outcome

Task-Level Accountability

Process-Level Accountability

Outcome-Level Accountability



Your team is excited to tackle problems and 
challenge old ways of thinking.

When you have it...

Everyone has a voice and is listened to.

There’s no tiptoeing around bad news.

Teams share their half-baked ideas.

There’s evidence of everyday innovation.

When you don’t...

You have a silent team that’ll execute for you, but 
is scared to innovate.

Fear is the primary organizational motivator.

Disruptive ideas are discouraged and ignored. 

Discussions usually aren’t productive.

Groupthink and echo chambers are your normal. 

Stage Four: Challenger Safety

Do you create challenger safety on your team? 
Ask yourself these questions to find out:



Managing & harnessing .friction

Intellectual friction. Social friction.



Successful speak-up cultures consistently provide challenger safety to their team members. 

But how do you actually make challenger safety happen? You can’t speak a speak-up culture 

into existence. Here are four steps leaders can take to create conditions that give all 

employees a voice — and motivate them to use it:

 Separate worth from worthiness.

 Separate loyalty from agreement.

 Separate status from opinion.

 Separate permission from adoption.

4 Steps to Creating a Speak-Up Culture

M o v e  f r o m  t h e o r y  t o  p r a c t i c e :



Early Adopters

Psychological 
Safety for



4 barriers to promoting psychological safety as an early 
adopter, and .what to do about them

Barrier #1: Lack of Awareness

Recommendation: Be Deliberate With Definition.

Barrier #2: Lack of Understanding

Recommendation: Know Your Stakeholders.

M o v e  f r o m  t h e o r y  t o  p r a c t i c e :



Barrier #3: Lack of Trust

Recommendation: Bring Data & Build the Case.

Barrier #4: Resistance to Change

Recommendation: Don’t Muscle or Smuggle the Change.

M o v e  f r o m  t h e o r y  t o  p r a c t i c e :



Individuals

Psychological 
Safety for



You are a .cultural architect

Listen Now

Listen to the .podcast

https://www.leaderfactor.com/podcast


Approaching .culture by design

What happens when we approach ?culture by default

or



M o v e  f r o m  t h e o r y  t o  p r a c t i c e :

Psychological safety is built at the team-level through the team members’ interactions. This 

means that you have a profound influence on the amount of psychological safety that your 

colleagues experience. Here are seven questions to ask yourself to determine the your 

impact on your team culture:

 Presence

 Collaboration

 Feedback

 Inquiry

 Dissent

 Mistakes

 Truth

Assess Your Personal Impact on Your 
Team’s Psychological Safety



Teams

Psychological 
Safety for



Psychological safety leads to .high-performing teams

Four patterns of teams with high psychological safety:

They connect with each other.

Teams with high levels of psychological safety know how to connect both formally 
and informally. They work to bridge their differences and give permission for the 
individuals on their teams to interact and be their true and authentic selves. They 
understand that great teamwork moves beyond interaction and into connection. 

They work to improve their skills.

Teams with high levels of psychological safety are constantly growing. When 
teams acknowledge that the knowledge they have today is not enough, they open 
themselves up to development. They respect each other’s innate need to learn, 
grow, and develop mastery. 

They create autonomy and accountability.

Teams that have high levels of psychological safety hold themselves to high 
standards of transparency and accountability. They’re focused on doing their best 
work individually and collectively. They are provided the appropriate amount of 
autonomy with guidance in exchange for performance and results.

The have breakthroughs and innovate.

Teams that have high levels of psychological safety believe in continuous 
improvement and innovation. They're proud but never satisfied. At the end of the 
day, they challenge the status quo of the organization by challenging themselves 
to do better and be better. Each team member learns to provide the air cover 
needed in exchange for the candor of their team members.



Helping your team .improve psychological safety

The  Model for TeamsL.I.V.E.

 Look 
Look at the interactions 
and social dynamics 
around you. 

2. Identify
Identify an act of 
vulnerability that 
should be rewarded.

3. Validate
Validate the behavior so 
the person feels seen, 
heard, and understood.

4. Encourage
Encourage the person to 
continue modeling the 
vulnerable behavior.

L.I.V.E.



Behaviors that foster psychological 
safety across its four stages.



120+ ways to  the 
psychological safety of your team.

immediately improve

Team Behaviors Manager BehaviorsIndividual Behaviors Top 5 BehaviorsT MI

T I

Introduce yourself at the first opportunity. Be 
proactive to introduce yourself to those who are 
new or you don’t know. Once you break the ice 
and display warmth and acceptance, people will 
believe they belong.

M

Never hide behind title, position, or authority. 
Titles are just artifacts an organization gives you 
to get work done. Don’t confuse them with your 
own identity. If you hide behind these things out 
of insecurity, it creates a barrier to inclusion.

I

Share what you’re learning. Encourage others to 
learn is by sharing what you’re learning. Share the 
topic, the insights, and the joy and satisfaction 
you’ve gained in the learning process. Your 
optimism will be contagious.

M

Dedicate time and resources to learning. If you 
talk about the importance of learning but don’t 
dedicate resources to it, it’s really not a priority. 
Formally allocate budget and dedicate time to 
learning. Offer consistent resources and time.

These behaviors, based on The 4 Stages of Psychological Safety™, are your key to actionable psychological 
safety initiatives and engagements that focus on your teams’ real needs. 

Download Your Free Copy

From theory to 
.actual practice

https://www.leaderfactor.com/psychological-safety/behavioral-guide


M o v e  f r o m  t h e o r y  t o  p r a c t i c e :

Have you ever spent a day with a silent team? If so, you may have realized that unnatural 
silence is usually one of the first indications that a team has been neutralized by fear. 



Going silent is a normal response to being rejected, humiliated, or punished in some way. 
Silent teams disengage because they have no voice. They shut down because they have been 
marginalized. So how do you reboot a silent team? Create an environment of rewarded 
vulnerability (psychological safety). Respect each member of the team, give them a voice, and 
re-invite them to participate. Here are seven specific suggestions:

7 Ways to Reboot a Silent Team with 
Psychological Safety


 Remove ambiguity.

 Set the tone.

 Focus on truth.

 Remove pride of authorship.

https://www.leaderfactor.com/psychological-safety


M o v e  f r o m  t h e o r y  t o  p r a c t i c e :

 Assign team members to disagree.

 Discuss ideas on merit.

 Embrace the journey.



Managers

Psychological 
Safety for



Technical competence vs. .cultural competence

What makes a manager ?effective



As a people leader, you can either lead the way or get in the way of your team culture. Why is 

that? Because teams don’t outperform their leaders, they reflect them. What dictates whether 

or not your team thrives in healthy cultures is a manager’s ability to create psychologically 

safe conditions for the people they work with. Here are 5 ways to make that happen:

Step 1: Define psychological safety to the team.

Step 2: Separate loyalty from agreement.

Step 3: Separate status from opinion.

Step 4: Separate permission from adoption.

Step 5: Reward the vulnerability of others.

5 Steps to Psychological Safety For Managers

M o v e  f r o m  t h e o r y  t o  p r a c t i c e :



Leaders

Psychological 
Safety for



What kind of influence and impact does 
a CEO have on the psychological safety 
of their organization?



10 Ways CEOs Can Create Psychological Safety

M o v e  f r o m  t h e o r y  t o  p r a c t i c e :

1: Assign someone else to conduct the meeting.

2: Don’t sit at the head of the table.

3: Create warmth and informality.

4: Model acts of vulnerability.

5: Stimulate inquiry before advocacy.

6: Reward challenges to the status quo.

7: Push back with humor and enthusiasm.

8: Buffer strong personalities.

9: Listen and pause.

10: Give highly targeted praise and recognition.



What to Do With a Toxic Leader

M o v e  f r o m  t h e o r y  t o  p r a c t i c e :

At the far side of unhealthy culture is the toxic zone—a hostile environment where abusive 
patterns of interaction inflict mental, emotional, and psychological harm. It’s easy to assume 
that they are fairly uncommon. That would be a big mistake. We conducted a global employee 
survey in which we asked 961 employees across a variety of industries and organizations this 
question: “Have you ever worked in a toxic culture?” Nearly nine in ten (86%) of those 
surveyed said they had.



In our research, we discovered a crucial distinction: Some employees worked with actively 
toxic leaders who, themselves, engaged in toxic behaviors (and diminished psychological 
safety), while others worked with passively complicit leaders who allowed others to be toxic 
without consequence.

Remove the actively toxic leader.

Coach the passively complicit leader.

https://www.leaderfactor.com/psychological-safety
https://www.leaderfactor.com/psychological-safety


Resources

Psychological 
Safety 



Experience The 4 Stages content with other HR and 
L&D professionals in a half-day discovery session.

Purchase Your Seat

Join a Public Workshop

https://www.leaderfactor.com/psychological-safety/public-workshops


Listen Now

Download Your Free Copy Read the Book

Download Your Free Copy

The Ladder of Vulnerability™
Your toolkit to measuring and modeling vulnerability at work, 
built on a foundation of psychological safety.

In case you missed them...

https://www.leaderfactor.com/podcast
https://www.leaderfactor.com/psychological-safety/behavioral-guide
https://www.amazon.com/Stages-Psychological-Safety-Inclusion-Innovation/dp/1523087684
https://www.leaderfactor.com/resources/psychological-safety-ladder-of-vulnerability


Learn more at leaderfactor.com


