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BEYOND A SEAT AT THE TABLE: Why
presentation alone isn’t enough.

Thirty years into South Africa's democracy, representation of women in the workplace has improved.
More women hold leadership positions. More organisations have adopted diversity and inclusion
policies. Yet despite this progress, a persistent gap remains — between formal organisational

commitments to gender equality and the everyday, lived experience of women inside the workplace.

Representation opens the door but sustained psychological safety determines whether women can fully
participate and shape organisational outcomes once they are through it. Can gender inclusion truly be
called sustainable if organisational effort is concentrated on representation, rather than on the
psychological conditions that allow women to belong, learn, contribute, and grow?

If the goal is a workplace where women genuinely thrive, sustained psychological safety must become a

strategic priority — not an organisational afterthought.

“The future is not just about securing a seat at the table. It is
about ensuring women's voices shape the table itself.”

WHAT PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY LOOKS LIKE AT EACH STAGE

Organisational psychology offers a useful, staged model: before women can feel safe enough to
contribute, they must first feel a sense of belonging. Once belonging is established, the next stage is
learner safety — the freedom to ask questions and grow without judgement. Contributor safety means
being able to offer ideas without being dismissed. Challenger safety means being able to question the

status quo without fear of retaliation.

Each stage builds on the one before it; none can be skipped, and none, once reached, can be assumed
permanent.
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THE FOUR FOUNDATIONS OF SUSTAINED SAFETY

Psychological safety is not a single switch an organisation turns on. It is built through a sequence of

experiences that allow people to belong, learn, contribute and challenge.

01 02
INCLUSION SAFETY LEARNER SAFETY
IN PRACTICE IN PRACTICE

Inclusion safety is the confidence that you are
accepted and valued as part of the team — not
merely present. Women are invited into key
conversations and decisions; their ideas are
weighed on merit rather than minimised in order to
succeed. Belonging means being able to remain
fully yourself and still be valued.

It looks like a contribution being considered on its
substance rather than sidelined in a meeting; being
brought into strategy conversations before
decisions are made, not briefed on them afterward;
being trusted with high-impact work without
needing to alter a natural communication style. It
does not look like inclusion that quietly expires
after the first month — the sense that opinions
must be softened so as not to appear "aggressive,"
or that competence must be proven repeatedly,
even after strong results have already been
delivered.

WHY IT MATTERS

Without this foundation, women may be present
but not fully free to participate — representation
without inclusion safety produces optics, not
authentic contribution. Inclusion safety is what
turns inclusion from a single event into a lived
culture: the difference between a woman bracing
herself before a workday and approaching it with
confidence. Over time, that same safety compounds
into stronger collaboration, greater willingness to
innovate, and deeper trust — turning inclusion from
a gesture into a sustained business imperative.
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Learner safety is the confidence to ask questions, make
mistakes, and stretch one's skills without fear of
embarrassment or judgement. In practice, it means
being able to say "l don't know" or "I made a mistake"
and being met with support rather than ridicule or
blame. Where this safety is present, women take on
stretch assignments and new roles instead of avoiding
challenge simply to stay safe.

It does not look like sitting in silence because a
question feels risky or quietly avoiding opportunities to
learn because failure feels dangerous. Without it,
growth stalls; with it, growth accelerates. Learner
safety is the turning point where mistakes become
learning moments rather than career risks.

WHY IT MATTERS

When learner safety is present, women are not
filtering every question through fear of judgement
— they are engaging, asking, and growing, which
builds the confidence needed to contribute and,
eventually, to challenge. For organisations, this
same foundation builds a culture of collaboration
and innovation that keeps both women and the
business growing.
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CONTRIBUTOR SAFETY
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CHALLENGER SAFETY

IN PRACTICE

Contributor safety is the assurance that a woman's
voice is trusted — that she can offer ideas without
fear of being dismissed or overlooked. In practice, it
looks like being trusted with high-impact projects,
being invited into strategy meetings, having insight
genuinely welcomed, and being encouraged to lead
with one's own strengths rather than moulding
oneself to fit someone else's style.

It does not look like being given a seat at the table
only to have an idea passed over — until someone
else repeats it, and it is suddenly heard. That
pattern erodes trust and makes contribution feel
pointless, and it is often exactly the moment a
woman quietly downshifts from offering ideas to
simply getting through the meeting.

WHY IT MATTERS

Without contributor safety, organisations lose
powerful voices that could have sparked
innovation and everyday improvement.

Expertise should shape outcomes — not simply

appear on a headcount report.

IN PRACTICE

Challenger safety is what allows a woman to feel safe
not only participating, but influencing meaningful
change — without fear of retaliation. It means being
able to respectfully disagree with colleagues, question
decisions, or propose new approaches without the
worry of being labelled "difficult." It means raising
concerns about unfair practice and challenging
assumptions that no longer serve the organisation —
shaping the evolution of a culture, rather than simply
adapting to it.

It does not look like a woman second-guessing herself,
shrinking, or playing it safe in order to avoid standing
out.

WHY IT MATTERS

This is where continuous improvement lives.
Organisations grow when people feel safe enough
to speak up, flag risk, and challenge outdated
thinking.

Building all four safeties — inclusion, learner, contributor, and challenger —
creates a culture where people do not merely fit in; they help steer the
organisation. That is what retains great leaders, particularly women, and
strengthens organisations for the long term. Women, and every employee,
deserve the opportunity to shape the future rather than simply adapt to the
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SUPPORT STRUCTURES FOR SUSTAINED PSYCHOLOGICAL
SAFETY

Psychological safety becomes meaningful when it is supported by everyday systems, behaviours and

accountability.

LEADERSHIP TRAINING - Equip leaders to listen actively and model vulnerability, so women feel
genuinely safe to speak up.

o FAIR, TRANSPARENT TALENT PROCESSES — Clear promotion pathways, consistent performance reviews,
and real access to opportunity, mentorship and sponsorship.

o INCLUSIVE MEETING PRACTICES - Every voice invited, encourage respectful challenge, share agendas in
advance, give credit where due, and manage interruptions so quieter voices are heard.

o« A CULTURE OF CONTINUOUS FEEDBACK — Regular, structured moments where women can give and
receive constructive feedback without fear — coaching conversations where perspectives are
welcomed, not shut down.

o LEADERSHIP ACCOUNTABILITY — Holding leaders responsible for creating environments where women
feel safe to belong, learn, contribute and challenge is how psychological safety moves from concept to
daily practice.

DOLLY NQONIJI - LUNNIKO CONSULTING GROUP
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FROM INTENTION TO ACTION

Measure psychological safety alongside representation and build daily practices that make inclusion
real. The future of gender inclusion is not found in numbers alone, but in the everyday psychological

safety women actually feel.

When these four foundations of safety are built deliberately, organisations cultivate stronger leaders,
more innovative teams and more sustainable businesses. Sustainable inclusion is not built through
symbolic gestures, but through the everyday experience of workplaces where women belong, grow,

contribute and challenge — that is how cultures, and businesses, are built to last.

When organisations commit to creating these conditions consistently, they build workplaces where
women do not merely survive but help shape decisions and thrive.

“Sustainable inclusion is not built through symbolic gestures —
it is built through the everyday experience of belonging,
growth, contribution and challenge.”
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THE REAL QUESTION

The usual question is: how do we get more women into the room?

It is a fair question. But | would like us to sit with a more reflective one...

“Of the women already in the room — how many of
them still feel as safe to speak as they did on day one?
And does the answer change depending on who you
ask?”

THAT IS NOT A REPRESENTATION QUESTION.
IT IS A SUSTAINABILITY QUESTION.
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