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What is Psychological Safety?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Camila: “Psychological safety is important to me because I want to feel safe when I come to work. I want to be heard and listened to and I want to know that I can say something if I am concerned or worried about a process or even another coworker.”

Joe: “Psychological safety in an organization is key to innovation and higher morale. When employees feel safe, they also feel comfortable bringing up new or opposing ideas to the table, allowing for more creativity and comradery.”




Background & the Gap

The gap investigated in the study was how federal 
government employees in Hawaii describe 
psychological safety and their supervisors’ 

influence on psychological safety in the 
workplace.

Page et al. (2019) identified a need for future 
research in psychological safety in diverse 

organizational settings to understand factors that 
contribute to psychological safety within 

organizational culture.

Frazier and Tupper (2018) called 
for future research in employee 

perceptions of supervisor behavior 
in the workplace to help translate 
supervisor behaviors into norms 

that influence employee 
psychological safety in the 

organization.

Newman et al. (2017) reviewed 
psychological safety research over 
the course of 25 years and found 
that 74 out of the 78 empirical 

studies in psychological safety used 
a quantitative design and suggested 

future research in psychological 
safety be conducted using 
qualitative methodologies.

Maximo et al. (2019) suggested 
future research should examine the 

unique challenges of various 
organizational settings using other 

methodology, such as that of 
qualitative design, and include 

leadership constructs and theories.



It is not known how federal government employees describe 
psychological safety and their supervisors’ influence on 
psychological safety in the workplace.

Problem Statement



The purpose of  this qualitative descriptive study was to 
explore how federal government employees of  Hawaii 
describe psychological safety and their supervisors’ 
influence on psychological safety in the workplace. 

Purpose Statement



Theoretical Framework

Transformational Leadership Theory: 

Transformational leaders compel their followers through motivation (Burns, 1978). Through 
transformational leadership, leaders strive to enhance the spirit of  commitment and teamwork (Al-
edenat, 2018), suggesting that transformational leaders look beyond self, and through influence and 
motivation, transform the norms within an organization (Winarto, 2018).

Psychosocial Safety Climate (PSC) Theory: 

PSC is a framework for explaining the relationships between job expectations, supervisor influence, 
resources, worker well-being, and workers’ psychological health. The application of  PSC is reflected 
in organization policy, practice, and leader commitment, that is conducive to a stress-free and 
uninhibited work environment (Dollard & Bakker, 2010). Furthermore, Dollard and Bakker (2010) 
assert that PSC is important in an organization as the precursor to better working conditions and to 
indirectly boosting employees’ engagement, job performance and productivity. 
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The contribution of using intersectionality 



Research Methodology and Design

Qualitative: 
• The goal was to explore how a phenomenon affected a group of  people; therefore, a 

qualitative research method was deemed appropriate for the study to explore supervisor’s 
influence on employee psychological safety in the context of  U.S. federal government 
organizations.

• Qualitative research is used to gain an in-depth understanding of  phenomena in their natural 
settings through open-ended data that are grounded in the specific perspectives and contexts 
of  people in those settings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).

Descriptive: 
• A qualitative descriptive research design is used to explore a phenomenon in its natural state 

with the purpose of  obtaining information relevant to the description of  the given 
phenomenon (Siedlecki, 2020). 

• A qualitative descriptive design focuses on participants’ descriptions of  real-world 
conditions, rather than on the abstract, theoretical foci of  other qualitative designs 
(Sandelowski, 2010).



Phenomenon

How employees describe their supervisors’ influence 
on their perceptions of Psychological Safety.



Research Questions

• RQ1: How do federal government employees 
describe psychological safety in their workplace?

• RQ2: How do federal government employees 
describe their supervisors’ influence on 
psychological safety in their workplace?



Population of Interest and Sample

• Target population was employees in federal government organizations 
in Hawaii. 

• The unit of  analysis was individual federal government employees in 
Hawaii. 

• Sample size: The study targeted an estimated 12,053 employees in 
federal government organizations from the Federal Employees of  the 
U.S. Government LinkedIn Group to achieve a total of  46 federal 
government employees who completed the researcher-developed open-
ended questionnaire; and 14 federal government employee respondents 
with the highest years of  working experience who completed the 
researcher-developed one-on-one interview.
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Qualitative studies require a minimum sample size of 12 participants to reach data saturation (Vasileiou et al., 2018). 

Studies have shown that in qualitative research where 10-15 exhaustive questionnaire or interview responses produced a rich description of participant experience in a phenomenon, data saturation is met (Sim et al., 2018). While some qualitative researchers identify the need to reach data saturation (Yin, 2017), Sandelowski (2000) identified that ten interviews should be sufficient to produce descriptive data. Therefore, constructing a data collection plan that includes 40 questionnaires and 12-15 interviews should provide adequate data to reach data saturation in the study. 



Sample Profile

• 58 volunteers who were employed in a federal government organization 
in Hawaii for two or more years and were 18+ years of  age. 

• 46 government employees fully completed the online questionnaire.
• 12 employees did not proceed past signing the informed consent and 

therefore they provided no data for use in the study and were discarded.

• 14 government employees completed the 1:1 interviews.
• 19 government employees volunteered to participate in the 1:1 interviews.

• 15 of  19 government employees were invited based on purposely selecting 
participants using highest number of  years employed in a government 
organization. One of  the 15 invited did not respond after multiple attempts to 
arrange and conduct an interview.
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(I) = 14 Completed (all member checked) // Total duration = 16h:28m:53s // Average duration = 01h:10m:38s // Transcribed pages = 278 (12pt. Times New Roman)
(Q)= 46 Completed // Total duration spent = 07h:28m:17s // Average duration spent = 00h:41m:03s // Total pages = 58.5 (12pt. Times New Roman)

Reflexive Journal Entries = 80 (1 per/day)
Field Notes = 14 (1 per/interview participant)
	



Open-Ended
Questionnaire

Semi-Structured
One-on-one 
Interviews

Sources of Data

12 Questions
(Researcher Developed) 

18 Questions
(Researcher Developed) 
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Researcher developed open-ended questionnaire.  (12 questions)
Open-ended questionnaire phase
Included demographic questions (not a source of data / used for purposive selection in interview phase)
Averaged 41 minutes for completion
Expert-panel reviewed/approved questionnaire (Appendix E)
Field tested

Semi-Structured Interviews. (18 questions) 
One-on-on interview phase
Open-ended questions
Averaged 71 minutes for each interview
Expert-panel reviewed/approved interview protocol (Appendix E)
Open-ended questions
Transcribed
Member checking




Data Collection Procedures

3. Submitted 
Application to IRB 

for Approval

4. Recruited 
Participants

5. Conducted 
Sampling & 
Screening

6. Obtained 
Informed Consent

7. Completed 
Open-ended 

Questionnaire via 
SurveyMonkey

8. Scheduled 
Interviews with 

willing Participants 
Purposively 

Selected

9. Conducted 
Interviews via 

Zoom conferencing

10. Transcribed 
Interviews

11. Conducted 
Member Checking 

2. Completed 
Expert Panel 

Review and Field 
Test

1. Obtained Site 
Authorization



Step 1: 
Familiarize Self 
with the Data 
by Reading 

Multiple Times

Step 2: 
Generate Initial 

Codes

Step 3: Search 
for Relevant 

Themes

Step 4: Review 
and Analyze 
the Themes

Step 5: 
Organize the 
Themes by 

Defining and 
Naming Them

Step 6: Produce 
a Report of the 

Findings 

Braun and Clarke (2006)

6-Step Analytic Process

Data Analysis Procedures
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Transcribe data; reading and re-reading; note initial codes. 
Code interesting features in the data in a systemic fashion across data-sets. Collate data into relevant codes. 
Collate codes into potential themes. Gather all relevant data pertaining to each potential theme.
Check if the themes work in relation to the coded extracts.
Refine the specifics of the themes. Provide a clear name for each theme. 
Select appropriate extracts. Relate back to the research questions or the literature. Produce a report. 


During the development of emergent new codes, the researcher identified 453 individual codes in the open-ended questionnaires and 987 individual codes in the semi-structured interviews, for a total of 1,440 unique and individualized codes taken from in vivo and participant choice of wording. Through the process of examining the codes for repetitive patterns and code clusters, the final code structure was effectively reduced to a combined 112 emerging codes to definitively describe the natural participant descriptions and account of their lived experience (Saldaña, 2016; Sandelowski, 2000). Prior to conducting data analysis, the researcher utilized field memos both before and after each interview to observe participant body language, emotional behavior inflections, and voice tones of the participants, as well as document his own self-biases, personal experiences, and beliefs as they developed and transpired throughout the data collection phase (see Appendix O). Additionally, prior to developing initial codes and the collapsing of codes using patterns and code cluster identification, the researcher exercised reflexive journaling (see Appendix L), as previously discussed, to mitigate his personal experiences and pre-conceived notions from impacting the investigation and study results.





Coding
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Results

Six themes discovered from the coding and thematic analysis to address the RQs



Results



Results
RQ1: Example Responses

How do federal government employees describe psychological safety in their 
workplace?

• Oliver (I): “So yeah, productivity motivation work ethic all increases, especially when 
my personal psychological well-being is on the positive note, and then on the negative it 
does decrease your productivity.”

• Sophia (Q): “My coworkers are like family and we are comfortable speaking with each 
other openly about usually anything.”

• Evelyn (Q): “My office is very open and we respect each other as equals and teammates. 
Weekly office meetings, training and problem solving together have helps us build and 
learn to work together and respect each other.”

• Liam (I): “My door is always open you got something for me come talk to me, you know 
you can talk to me, you can talk to your boss, we just want you to know like if  you see 
something you got something to say come talk to us like open door policy right.”

Presenter
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Oliver (I) – Theme 1: Impactful to Motivation and Quality of Work
Sophia (Q) – Theme 2: Supportive Network that is Family Like
Evelyn (Q) – Theme 3: All-inclusive Environment
Liam (I) – Theme 3: All-inclusive Environment



Results



Results
RQ2: Example Responses

How do federal government employees describe their supervisors’ influence on 
psychological safety in their workplace?

• William (Q): “My supervisor is committed, easy going and understanding most of  the 
time. Of  course, we have disagreements but overall, my supervisor makes me feel 
comfortable by listening and giving proper attention to me and my fellow coworkers.”

• James (I): “I think the major thing that has helped me evolve and understand that it is 
safe to speak up and to do things is looking at the human interaction from the upper 
leadership during meetings, whether it be you know one on one meetings or in a group 
setting just that instead of  the institutional regimental meeting structure that I have 
unfortunately been used to it, it's seeing that leader as a human being.”

• Mateo (I): “My immediate supervisor, I'm with him every day. We talk more we talk 
about things, whether it's work related or non-work related we spend a lot of  time 
discussing you know families that type stuff  so it's a it's not you don't feel like you can 
only talk about work and because of  that it makes the work portion much easier to deal 
with.”

• Emily (Q): “Open two-way communications and treating issues carefully and treating me 
and my fellow workers equally to show support and understanding.”
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William (Q) – Theme 4: Commitment that Affects Employee Needs
James (I) – Theme 5: Agent of Change to Organizational Barriers
Mateo (I) – Theme 6: Enabler to Personnel Engagement
Emily (Q) – Theme 6: Enabler to Personnel Engagement




Results
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Findings Compared to Previous Studies

• Previous studies suggested that different organizational hierarchies have 
different levels of  psychological safety within an organization.
• Results from this study suggest that hierarchies have a great influence on the 

level at which an employee is engaged, which starts with coworkers and their 
influence on the psychological safety of  others.

• In previous studies, 90% of  empirical research on psychological safety 
during the recent span of  25 years utilized quantitative methodology.
• This study explored an in-depth understanding of  psychological safety in a 

natural setting, which added to the body of  knowledge by providing a living 
account specifically in the governmental organization construct.



Theoretical Implications

Transformational Leadership Theory
• Idealized influence
• Inspirational motivation
• Intellectual stimulation
• Individualized consideration

Psychosocial Safety Climate (PSC) Theory
• The level of  senior management commitment and support for stress prevention
• The priority management gives to psychological health and safety v. productivity 

goals
• Organizational communication upwards and downwards in relation to psychological 

health and safety
• The extent of  participation and involvement by managers and workers in relation to 

psychological health and safety



Practical Implications

• Acknowledge the importance of  psychological safety
• Conduct awareness training for all employees on the fundamentals of  

psychological safety.

• Be cognizant of  the hierarchical differences and strive to overcome the rigid 
hierarchical barriers. 

• Increase senior leadership commitment to psychological safety
• Senior leaders should proactively engage with employees upfront to provide 

affirmation of  the organizational commitment to psychological safety and 
equally value all regardless of  rank, position, or level within the organization.

• Provide open venues for the interaction and shared voice of  all in the 
organization through social activities, luncheons, organizational activities.

• Provide feedback mechanisms and conduct routine health checks
• Develop surveys and focus groups to solicit feedback from employees.
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Participants of the study discussed experiencing isolated workplace environments, lack of employee social events, inadequate training in psychological safety, full inclusion, and explicit policies towards psychological safety at their respective organizations. To mitigate these experiences, government organizations and leaders can use this information to develop surveys and focus groups on each of these areas, soliciting feedback from government employees on ways to cultivate safer spaces, increase access and inclusion, and implement transformational initiatives.



Strengths & Weaknesses

Strengths
• Integrative multi-theoretical approach

• Adds new knowledge to existing literature of  psychological safety, especially in 
Federal Government organizations

• Qualitative research provides a more in-depth understanding of  the phenomenon 
through lived experiences than would a quantitative study

Weaknesses 
• Transferability and applicability

• Self-reported data collection method

• Limited target population
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Strengths
Psychological safety climate and transformational leadership theory will be used as the theoretical framework for the proposed research. Psychological safety climate research has four inter-related principles; (1) level of management commitment to stress prevention, (2) priority that management gives to psychological health and safety. productivity, (3) organizational communication upward and downward in relationship to psychological health and safety, and (4) and the extent of participation and involvement by managers and workers in psychological health and safety. The emphasis will be broken out to focus on the principles of management commitment to stress, communication, and the involvement by managers in psychological health. Additionally, the inspirational motivating aspects and focus on the followers as found within the discipline of a transformational leader will be of focus during the exploration of the supervisor from the employee perspective. The proposed research may advance scientific knowledge of these theories by introducing an understanding of the influence of non-profit government supervisors in psychological safety and health into the existing research. 
 
Given a low yield in search results and a dearth of information, little is still known about the influence of government supervisors in the psychological safety of employees in the institutionalized and not-for-profit organizational construct (Frazier & Tupper, 2018; Maximo et al., 2019; Page et al., 2019). Therefore, adding knowledge to fill the gap through the employee perspective of supervisor influence on psychological safety in government organization research will provide expanded knowledge. Additionally, there is a need to continue research on this topic due to the increased psychological health concerns and need for employee engagement to contribute to organizational success (Edmondson, 2018), resulting in the added knowledge to workplace engagement and productivity research. In addition to theoretical application, there are practical applications of this research. The group who will benefit the most from this research are government organizations who have not fully implemented methods, policies, and procedures that best foster psychological safety and overcome employee psychological distress. 
 
It is believed that the results of this study may provide government organizations with recommendations that may be used to decrease employee psychological stress and increase employee engagement through improved leadership practices. Psychological safety is a catalyst to openness and engagement, and if properly implemented can increase morale, quality of the workplace, and organizational success.


Weaknesses
One weakness is that the researcher is only collecting data from employees in U.S. federal government organizations in Hawaii who will be recruited through the business networking social media site LinkedIn. The consequence is that the transferability and applicability may only be applicable within the federal government employees in the same geographic area. This impact may fail to fully explore the proposed gap of psychological safety within all levels and regions of government.�
A second limitation is that the researcher is collecting data from only participants who are employed in a federal government organization in the United States for more than two years. Employees who are new within an organization and under the threshold of two years are historically being observed for dark and hidden personalities and cannot be relied on to provide a candid account of organizational behavior and experiences (Erkutlu & Chafra, 2021). Therefore, the results of the study may not be applicable to federal government employees with less than two year working experiences.�
Lastly, the researcher is utilizing a qualitative approach, relying on texts and narratives to generate the needed data for this study. This will involve self-reported data, which may result in self-report bias. Participants may also lack the ability to recall details pending the emotional state or condition at the time of questioning. The lack of ability to provide details may be of consequence and hinder the holistic and descriptive summary of participants’ experience.




Potential Practical Implications

• BLUF: Participants of  the study discussed experiencing 1) isolated 
workplace environments, 2) lack of employee social events, 3) 
inadequate training in psychological safety, 4) full inclusion, and 
5) explicit policies towards psychological safety at their respective 
organizations.

• Potential Practical Solutions: To mitigate these experiences, 
practitioners (and government organizations and leaders) should 1) develop 
training, surveys and focus groups surrounding psychological safety, 2) 
solicit feedback from government employees on ways to cultivate safer 
spaces, 3) increase access and inclusion to leaders and decision space, 4) 
integrate social activities, and 5) implement transformational initiatives 
that engage and inspire employees.
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Recommendations for Future Research

• Future research on the topic of  employee psychological safety in non-profit (e.g., 
government) organizations is recommended.

• Future research in trust and transformation precursor efforts is recommended.

• Future research should explore the organizational hierarchy in a government 
organization and how the effects of  psychological safety are felt throughout the 
different levels of  the organization.

• It is recommended that future research expand the recruitment efforts and methods 
to further enhance the homogeny of  the sample.

• In future research, one should explore the training that organizations provide 
towards psychological safety and the underlying belief  of  this concept (psychological 
safety) in the workplace.

• Future research should utilize qualitative investigations to explore the influence that 
government institutionalization has on the psychological safety of  individuals and 
the sense of  inclusion in the organizational construct.
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Future research on the topic of employee psychological safety in non-profit (e.g., government) organizations is recommended
Future researchers should replicate this study and expand it to different government populations and at all levels of government (e.g., local, state, federal) throughout the United States.�
Future research in trust and transformation precursor efforts is recommended
Using the transformational leadership and psychosocial safety climate as the theoretical framework, a qualitative exploration of precursor actions towards psychological safety as they relate to trust and transformational efforts in organizational policy should be explored.�
Future research should explore the organizational hierarchy in a government organization and how the effects of psychological safety are felt throughout the different levels of the organization
	To aid in future research, transformational leadership theory as a theoretical framework would be useful in exploring the inspirational motivation at the various levels in the organization; whereas psychosocial safety climate theory would be useful in determining the ways in which organizations implement training 	and policy tailored toward various occupations and levels of government hierarchies.

In future research, it is recommended for practitioners to expand their recruitment efforts and methods to further enhance the homogeny of the sample
It is recommended that future practitioners utilize a different method, such as in-person and direct onsite investigations of a government organization, to recruit government employees and ensure a more private and direct result.
	
In future research, practitioners should explore the training that organizations provide towards psychological safety and the underlying belief of this concept in the workplace
	It is recommended for future researchers to explore the psychological safety training topic further using other qualitative methodologies (e.g., case study, phenomenology, grounded theory) to determine ways that education in psychological safety can be implemented across the organization.

Future research should utilize qualitative investigations to explore the influence that government institutionalization has on the psychological safety of individuals and the sense of inclusion in the organizational construct
	Findings on the policies and practices of government organizations will be beneficial to participants as it will provide a framework to explore government employee perceptions of inclusivity through psychological safety. Furthermore, it will be beneficial for government at all levels by indicating potential 	suggestions to enhance the culture and climate at their respective organizations, a measure that could foster psychologically safe environments to encourage and promote ideas and organizational development. 





“Must Address” Items:
How Addressed?

• Add visual aids/tables in the “Preparation of  Raw Data for Analysis and 
Descriptive Data Section.”

• Effect: Visuals (tables/figures) prepare the reader.

• Adding visual aids/tables in the “results” would be very helpful.

• Effect: Summarized using a table to depict RQs to major themes.

• There is a tendency toward long paragraphs. In many places, you can take a 
breath and break longer paragraphs into two paragraphs.

• Effect: Breaks in paragraphs (providing pause/better readability).

• The implications section is “light.”

• Effect: Practitioner recommendations and clarity (support/challenge 
of theories).
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Questions

Thank you!
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