
the four stages of psychological
safety
the four stages of psychological safety are essential concepts in
understanding how individuals and teams develop trust, open communication,
and a supportive work environment. Psychological safety refers to a climate
where people feel comfortable expressing themselves without fear of negative
consequences. This article explores each of the four stages in detail,
illustrating how they build upon one another to foster an inclusive culture
that encourages collaboration, innovation, and risk-taking. Understanding
these stages is critical for leaders, managers, and organizations aiming to
improve team dynamics and overall performance. Key terms such as trust-
building, interpersonal risk-taking, and team learning will be discussed
throughout the article. The following sections will provide a comprehensive
overview of each stage, practical insights, and actionable strategies to
implement psychological safety effectively.

Stage One: Inclusion Safety

Stage Two: Learner Safety

Stage Three: Contributor Safety

Stage Four: Challenger Safety

Stage One: Inclusion Safety
Inclusion safety is the foundational stage of psychological safety, where
individuals first feel accepted and valued within a group or organization.
This stage ensures that people believe they belong and are welcome,
regardless of their background, identity, or role. Inclusion safety addresses
the basic human need to be part of a community without fear of exclusion or
judgment.

Understanding Inclusion Safety
At this stage, individuals assess whether the environment is safe enough to
reveal their authentic selves. They look for signals that diversity is
embraced and that their presence is respected. When inclusion safety is
present, team members feel free from social threats such as discrimination,
bias, or rejection.



Importance of Inclusion Safety
Without inclusion safety, individuals may hesitate to participate or withhold
important information due to a fear of being marginalized. Establishing this
stage is critical because it sets the tone for further psychological safety
development. Leaders can promote inclusion by fostering respect, encouraging
diverse perspectives, and actively combating exclusionary behaviors.

Strategies to Foster Inclusion Safety

Encourage open dialogue about diversity and inclusion topics.

Create norms that respect different viewpoints and backgrounds.

Ensure equitable participation in meetings and decision-making.

Recognize and celebrate individual contributions and identities.

Stage Two: Learner Safety
Once inclusion safety is established, the next stage is learner safety.
Learner safety allows individuals to engage in the process of learning,
asking questions, giving and receiving feedback, and experimenting without
fear of embarrassment or punishment. This stage emphasizes the value of
curiosity and growth within the team environment.

Characteristics of Learner Safety
In a learner safe environment, team members feel comfortable admitting
mistakes, seeking help, and expressing uncertainty. This openness is vital
for continuous improvement and innovation. Psychological safety at this stage
reduces anxiety related to making errors and encourages knowledge sharing.

Role of Feedback and Mistakes
Constructive feedback becomes a regular and welcomed practice during learner
safety. Mistakes are reframed as opportunities for growth rather than
failures. This mindset shift enhances learning agility and resilience across
individuals and teams.



Implementing Learner Safety

Model vulnerability by admitting your own mistakes.

Encourage questions and curiosity in daily interactions.

Provide timely, specific, and respectful feedback.

Normalize learning from errors without blame.

Stage Three: Contributor Safety
Contributor safety builds upon the previous stages by enabling individuals to
utilize their skills and talents actively within the team. At this stage,
people feel empowered to contribute their ideas, take initiative, and
influence the group’s work without fear of rejection or ridicule.

Defining Contributor Safety
Contributor safety signifies a level of trust where individuals believe their
input is valued and will be taken seriously. It encourages proactive
participation, ownership, and accountability. Team members at this stage are
motivated to apply their expertise and creativity toward collective goals.

Benefits of Contributor Safety
Enhanced contributor safety leads to higher engagement, innovation, and
productivity. When individuals feel safe to contribute, teams experience
richer discussions, diverse solutions, and stronger commitment to outcomes.
This stage is critical for maximizing individual and team performance.

Ways to Cultivate Contributor Safety

Invite and acknowledge contributions from all team members.

Provide opportunities for ownership of tasks and projects.

Encourage collaborative problem-solving and idea generation.

Recognize and reward initiative and meaningful input.



Stage Four: Challenger Safety
Challenger safety is the most advanced stage of psychological safety, where
individuals feel confident to question the status quo, challenge existing
ideas, and propose bold changes without fear of retaliation. This stage is
crucial for driving innovation, continuous improvement, and organizational
agility.

Essence of Challenger Safety
At this level, team members trust that dissenting opinions will be heard and
respected. They are empowered to raise concerns, identify risks, and suggest
alternative approaches. Challenger safety fosters a culture of healthy debate
and critical thinking.

Impact on Team Dynamics and Innovation
Challenger safety enables teams to avoid groupthink and complacency by
encouraging diverse perspectives and constructive conflict. This openness to
challenge supports breakthrough ideas and sustainable success. Organizations
that master this stage often outperform competitors in dynamic markets.

Promoting Challenger Safety

Encourage respectful disagreement and open discussion.

Model acceptance of challenges to leadership decisions.

Create forums for questioning and brainstorming.

Address conflicts constructively and transparently.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the four stages of psychological safety?
The four stages of psychological safety are Inclusion Safety, Learner Safety,
Contributor Safety, and Challenger Safety. These stages represent the
progression individuals experience to feel safe and fully engaged in a team
or organization.



What happens during the Inclusion Safety stage?
Inclusion Safety is the first stage where individuals feel accepted and
included in the group. They believe they belong and are valued for who they
are without fear of exclusion or rejection.

How does Learner Safety contribute to psychological
safety?
Learner Safety allows individuals to feel safe to ask questions, experiment,
and make mistakes without fear of embarrassment or punishment. This stage
encourages growth and learning within the team.

What is the significance of Contributor Safety in
psychological safety?
Contributor Safety is the stage where individuals feel safe to contribute
their ideas, skills, and efforts actively. They are confident that their
input is valued and will be taken seriously.

Why is Challenger Safety important in a
psychologically safe environment?
Challenger Safety enables individuals to challenge the status quo, offer
constructive criticism, and speak up about concerns or improvements without
fear of retribution. This stage fosters innovation and healthy debate.

How can leaders foster the four stages of
psychological safety?
Leaders can foster psychological safety by promoting inclusivity, encouraging
learning and experimentation, valuing contributions, and welcoming challenges
and feedback. Creating a supportive culture is key at each stage.

Can psychological safety impact team performance?
Yes, psychological safety positively impacts team performance by encouraging
open communication, collaboration, creativity, and risk-taking, which leads
to better problem-solving and innovation.

How do the four stages of psychological safety
relate to employee engagement?
As employees progress through the four stages of psychological safety, they
feel more connected, valued, and empowered, which increases their engagement,
motivation, and commitment to the organization.



Additional Resources
1. “The Fearless Organization: Creating Psychological Safety in the Workplace
for Learning, Innovation, and Growth” by Amy C. Edmondson
This book explores the concept of psychological safety in organizational
settings, emphasizing the importance of creating environments where employees
feel safe to take risks and speak up. Edmondson outlines the stages of
psychological safety and provides practical strategies to foster trust,
openness, and collaboration. It is a foundational read for leaders aiming to
promote learning and innovation.

2. “Teaming: How Organizations Learn, Innovate, and Compete in the Knowledge
Economy” by Amy C. Edmondson
In this book, Edmondson dives deeper into how teams can develop psychological
safety to improve performance and adaptability. She discusses the dynamics of
teaming — working together in uncertain, fast-moving environments — and
highlights the stages teams undergo to build trust and psychological safety.
The book offers actionable insights on nurturing a culture that encourages
experimentation and learning.

3. “Dare to Lead: Brave Work. Tough Conversations. Whole Hearts.” by Brené
Brown
Brené Brown focuses on courage and vulnerability in leadership, essential
components for psychological safety. She outlines how leaders can create safe
spaces for honest dialogue, enabling team members to share ideas and concerns
without fear of judgment. The book provides practical tools to move through
fear and build connections that support psychological safety in all four
stages.

4. “Crucial Conversations: Tools for Talking When Stakes Are High” by Kerry
Patterson, Joseph Grenny, Ron McMillan, and Al Switzler
This classic guide offers techniques for handling difficult conversations
with openness and respect, a key element in developing psychological safety.
It teaches readers to navigate high-stakes discussions without defensiveness,
fostering an environment where people feel heard and valued. The book
supports the stages of psychological safety by improving communication skills
and trust-building.

5. “The Five Dysfunctions of a Team: A Leadership Fable” by Patrick Lencioni
Lencioni’s fable highlights the common obstacles teams face, including the
absence of trust and fear of conflict, which directly impede psychological
safety. By addressing these dysfunctions, teams can progress through the
stages of psychological safety, enhancing collaboration and performance. The
narrative format makes the concepts accessible and actionable for leaders and
team members alike.

6. “Leaders Eat Last: Why Some Teams Pull Together and Others Don’t” by Simon
Sinek
Sinek explores the role of leadership in creating environments where people
feel secure and valued, essential for psychological safety. He explains how
leaders can foster trust and cooperation by prioritizing the well-being of



their teams. The book outlines how psychological safety evolves through
stages when leaders commit to serving and protecting their people.

7. “Radical Candor: Be a Kick-Ass Boss Without Losing Your Humanity” by Kim
Scott
This book emphasizes the balance between caring personally and challenging
directly, a critical tension in psychological safety. Scott presents a
framework that helps leaders build trust and encourage open feedback,
enabling teams to move through the stages of psychological safety. It offers
practical advice on cultivating honest conversations that strengthen
relationships.

8. “Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us” by Daniel H. Pink
Pink’s exploration of motivation highlights autonomy, mastery, and purpose,
which align with the conditions needed for psychological safety.
Understanding what drives people can help leaders create supportive
environments where individuals feel safe to experiment and contribute. The
book provides insights into fostering intrinsic motivation as teams advance
through psychological safety stages.

9. “Thanks for the Feedback: The Science and Art of Receiving Feedback Well”
by Douglas Stone and Sheila Heen
This book focuses on the often-overlooked skill of receiving feedback,
crucial for maintaining psychological safety. Stone and Heen offer strategies
to manage emotions and biases when receiving criticism, helping individuals
feel safe and open to growth. The book supports the psychological safety
process by improving how feedback is exchanged and integrated at all stages.
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