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BookMarked: Big Ideas for Nonprofit Leaders 
Your reading list reinvented. 
 
BookMarked is a curated learning series from 
C&A: Social Impact Consulting that brings the  
best insights from popular business and  

leadership books into the nonprofit world. We spotlight powerful 
books and pair them with a free companion guide designed  
specifically for nonprofit professionals.  
 
Think of it as a book club—with a mission. 
Whether you read the full book or just the summary, you'll get  
actionable takeaways you can use right away to strengthen your 
leadership, improve your team, and advance your organization’s 
impact. 
 
In case you're looking for more ways to improve your  
organization’s impact, you can check out our other RESOURCES. 
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The Fearless Organization by Amy C. Edmondson explores the concept of psychological safety, a  
workplace culture where individuals feel safe to speak up, take risks, and admit mistakes without fear 
of humiliation or punishment. 
 

In the nonprofit sector, where resources are tight, missions are urgent, and teams are often under  
pressure, creating psychological safety is essential. Edmondson shows that the most successful  
organizations are those where people feel safe to share ideas, ask questions, and raise concerns. For 
nonprofits, this translates into more effective problem-solving, more innovative program 
design, and stronger collaboration with community partners. 

KEY CONCEPT: Psychological Safety 

What Is Psychological Safety? 
Psychological safety is the belief that you can speak up with ideas, questions, concerns, 
or mistakes—without fear of embarrassment, rejection, or punishment. 
In nonprofits, where work is mission-driven and emotionally demanding, psychological safety is the 
foundation for learning, innovation, and team health. 

Why It Matters in Nonprofits 
     Staff are often overextended and under-resourced. 
     Community needs are evolving rapidly. 
     Innovation requires risk—and risk requires trust. 
     Equity and inclusion demand brave conversations. 

 

Without psychological safety, you get: 
       Silent meetings 

       Avoidance of hard conversations 

       Bottlenecks in decision-making 

       Fear of failure that stifles innovation 

Normalize Learning from Failure: Create regular “retrospective” moments after programs  
or campaigns to ask: What worked? What didn’t? What can we do better?  
Make it routine, not punitive. 
 
Invite Candid Feedback & Then Act on It: Use anonymous pulse surveys or team check-ins to ask, 
“What’s one thing we could improve as a team?” or “Is there anything you’re afraid to say out loud?” 
 
Model Vulnerability as a Leader: Share your own missteps and learning moments openly. When 
leaders admit they don’t have all the answers, it encourages others to speak up too. 
 
Establish Psychological Safety Norms: Add “one mic, one voice,” “assume good intent,” or “yes, 
and…” rules to your meeting culture. Build behavioral agreements that  
make teams feel safe. 
 
Elevate Underrepresented Voices: Psychological safety is intersectional. 
Ensure your environment is safe for BIPOC staff, LGBTQ+ folks, and those  
with lived experience closest to your mission. 
 

Practical Applications for Nonprofit Leaders 
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5 Ways to Build a Fearless Nonprofit Culture 

Set the Tone from the Top 
Model curiosity and humility. Say: 
“I don’t have all the answers. What do you think?” 
 

Create a Safe Feedback Loop 
Try anonymous team pulse surveys or 1:1 “check-in” questions like: 
• What’s getting in your way? 
• Is there anything you’re afraid to say out loud? 
 

Normalize Learning from Failure 
Use debriefs after programs: 
• What worked? 
• What didn’t? 
• What did we learn? 
 

Establish Ground Rules for Brave Dialogue 
Adopt team norms such as: 
“One mic, one voice” 
“Assume good intent, stay curious” 
“Challenge ideas, not people” 
 

Prioritize Equity and Belonging 
Safety isn’t equal for all. Center voices of staff from marginalized identities.  
Invite lived experience into decision-making. 

Tools for Nonprofit Leaders  

Team Psychological Safety Audit Use Edmondson’s 7-question survey to assess your culture. 
Staff Meeting Safety Check Start your next meeting with: “What’s one thing we’re not talking 
about that we should be?” 
Manager Script: Creating Safety “I value your honesty and ideas, even if it challenges our current  
approach. That’s how we get better.” 

A fearless nonprofit doesn’t mean a risk-free one.  
It means your people trust each other enough to raise their voices in 
service of the mission. Let your organization be the kind of place 
where courage and care coexist. 

• Building a psychologically safe workplace | Amy Edmondson | TEDxHGSE 
• Dare to Lead by Brené Brown 
• The Five Dysfunctions of a Team by Patrick Lencioni 
• C&A’s Manager Growth Guide 

Recommended with this read 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LhoLuui9gX8

