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The ACT public health system plays a critical role in the provision 
of healthcare to the people of the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) 
and surrounding New South Wales (NSW) region. Following the 
Independent Review into workplace culture within the ACT public 
health system which outlined recommendations to improve 
workplace experiences system-wide, the ACT Government through 
the ACT public health system engaged the Australian National 
University (ANU) Research School of Management to identify 
key priority areas for change. One of these key priority areas is 
psychological safety. 

For this reason, the ACT public health system approached the 
Center for Evidence Based Management (CEBMa) to undertake a 
Rapid Evidence Assessment (REA) to understand what is known 
in the scientific literature about the impact and antecedents 
of psychological safety in teams and organisations. This review 
presents an overview of the findings.

Background
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Evidence reviews come in many forms. One of the best-known types 
is the conventional literature review, which provides an overview of 
the relevant scientific literature published on a topic. However, a 
conventional literature review’s trustworthiness is often low: Clear criteria 
for inclusion is often lacking and studies are selected based on the 
researcher’s personal preferences. As a result, conventional literature 
reviews are prone to severe bias. 

This is why ‘rapid evidence assessments’ (REAs) are used. REAs use a 
specific research methodology to comprehensively identify the most 
relevant studies on a given topic, and select appropriate studies based 
on explicit criteria. In addition, two independent reviewers assess the 
methodological quality of the studies REAs include using explicit criteria. 
In contrast to a conventional literature review, REAs are transparent, 
verifiable, and reproducible, and, as a result, the likelihood of bias is 
considerably smaller.

What is a Rapid Evidence 
Assessment (REA)?
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What is known in the scientific literature about the impact and 
antecedents of psychological safety in teams and organisations?

Other issues raised, which will form the basis of our conclusion 
regarding the main question above, are:

1. 	 What is psychological safety?

2. 	 How can psychological safety be measured?

3. 	 What is the impact of psychological safety on  
organisational outcomes?

4. 	 What are the antecedents of psychological safety?

Four databases were used to identify studies: ABI/INFORM Global, 
Business Source Premier, PsycINFO, and Medline. The search applied 
the following generic search filters:

1.	 Scholarly journals, peer-reviewed.

2.	 Published in the period 2000 to 2019. 

3.	 Articles in English.

A search was conducted using combinations of various search terms, 
including ‘psychological safety’, ‘antecedents’, ‘predict’, ‘characteristics’, 
and ‘factors’. We conducted five different search queries and screened 
the titles and abstracts of 300+ studies. An overview of all search terms 
and queries is provided in Appendix I.

Main question:  
What does this REA answer?

Search strategy:  
How was the research  
evidence sought?
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Study selection took place in two phases. First, titles and abstracts of the 
300+ studies identified were screened for relevance. In case of doubt or 
lack of information, the study was included. Duplicate publications were 
removed. This first phase yielded 173 studies. Second, studies were selected 
based on the full text of the article using these inclusion criteria:

1.	 Type of studies: Focusing on quantitative, empirical studies.

2.	 Measurement: Only studies in which relationships among team 
or organisational attributes, interventions and outcomes were 
quantitatively measured. 

3.	 Context: Only studies related to workplace settings.

4.	 Level of trustworthiness: Only studies that were graded Level C  
or above (see below).

In addition, the following exclusion criteria were applied:

•	 	Studies in non-western countries in which the perception of  
psychological safety and its effect on outcomes may differ 
from western countries due to cultural differences.

•	 	Studies on psychological safety in specific groups, 
such as employees with a chronic illness.

•	 	Studies on psychological safety in virtual, 
dispersed, or global teams.

This second phase yielded a total number of  
66 studies. An overview of the selection process  
is provided in Appendix II. 

Selection process:  
How were the studies selected?

The overall quality of the included studies was rather low. Of the 66 
studies included, most (44) studies had a cross-sectional design and 
were therefore graded quality-Level D. Only six studies were classified 
as Level B or higher, including two meta-analyses. An overview of all 
studies included and their year of publication, research design, sample 
size, population, main findings, effect sizes and limitations is provided 
in Appendix III.

Critical appraisal:  
How were the quality of the 
included studies judged?
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‘Psychological safety’ was introduced a half century ago by MIT professors 
Edgar Schein and Warren Bennis (1965). They argued that psychological safety 
is essential for making employees feel secure and being able of changing their 
behaviour in response to organisational change. 

About 30 years later, Schein argued that psychological safety helps people 
overcome their defensiveness, and makes them focus on collective goals and 
problem prevention rather than on self-protection (Schein, 1993). In the past 
two decades, research on psychological safety has flourished, mainly due to the 
seminal work of Harvard professor Amy Edmondson. Edmondson argues that 
psychological safety ‘helps to explain why employees share information and 
knowledge, speak up with suggestions for organisational improvements, and 
take initiative to develop new products and services’ (Edmondson, 2014). 

This review provides compelling evidence that psychological safety, indeed, 
does enable people to ask critical questions, seek help, report mistakes, raise 
concerns, and offer suggestions without the fear of negative consequences. 
For example, a recent study found that physicians who experienced more 
psychological safety were more likely to accept corrective and positive 
performance feedback from peers, explanations of feedback, and suggestions 
for improvement (Scheepers, 2018).

A construct related but distinct from psychological safety is trust, often 
defined as the willingness to be vulnerable to the actions of others (Mayer, 
1995). However, Edmondson distinguishes the two constructs by emphasising 
their different focus. Specifically, trust captures a person’s willingness to be 
vulnerable to others - thus reflecting his/her willingness to give the other 
person the benefit of the doubt. In contrast, psychological safety captures the 
extent to which a person believes that the other person will give him/her the 
benefit of the doubt when taking risks (Edmondson, 2004).

Main findings

What is psychological safety?1.

The level of psychological safety in a team or organisation can be 
measured with the seven items adapted from Edmondson’s (1999) 
psychological safety scale.

How can psychological safety be measured?2.
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This review identified a large number of studies confirming that psychological safety 
is related to an array of (direct and indirect) organisational outcomes, thus making 
it a critical concept for managing teams and organisations. Table 1 provides an 
overview of these outcomes. Effect sizes indicate that psychological safety is strongly 
associated with co-workers’ support, employee voice, information sharing, learning 
behaviour, team performance, pro-activity, psychological empowerment, retention/
turnover, social network ties, team cohesion, and work engagement, with zero-order 
correlations larger than 0.5. 

Studies included in this review also indicate that psychological safety moderates 
and/or mediates1 several relationships between a wide range of constructs relevant 
to management and organisational outcomes. For example, even when a team has 
a learning orientation, team learning takes place only when psychological safety is 
high (Harvey, 2019). The same counts for empowering, authentic, transformational, 
inclusive and ethical leadership styles. Their positive effect on outcomes such as 
innovation, pro-active behaviour, constructive voice, organisational citizenship 
behaviour, and occupational safety only occurs when employees perceive their 
organisation and/or team as psychologically safe (Huyghebaert, 208; Ifzal, 2019; Kim, 
2019; Liu, 2018; Malik, 2018; Rao, 2018). 

Finally, a recent study indicates that psychological safety also mediates the 
relationship between functional dominance (i.e. when a team is dominated by a 
single function, for example medical specialists or engineers) and the performance 
of multi-disciplinary teams (Malhotra, 2017).

1A moderator is a variable that affects the direction and/or strength of the relation between 
an independent or predictor variable and an outcome variable. A mediator is a variable that 
specifies how or why a particular effect or relationship occurs. Thus, if you remove the effect 
of the mediator, the relationship between the independent or predictor variable and the 
outcome variable will no longer exist. In short, moderators specify when a certain effect will 
hold, whereas mediators determine whether the effect will occur.

What is the impact of psychological safety on 
organisational outcomes?

3.
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Table 1 - Psychological Safety - Zero Order Correlations

Outcome Effect size Level Studies

Adaptability .65 D Cai, 2018

Commitment .48 B Frazier, 2017

Co-workers’ support .72  .25 D A Da Silva, 2012; Guchait, 2016

Creative performance .25  .35  .23  .13  
.14  .19  ns  ns

D A D 
B D D   
D D

Ahmad, 2019; Castro, 2018; Da Silva, 2012, Frazier, 2017; 
Gonzalves, 2017; Ji, 2017; Liu, 2016; Mura, 2016

Employee voice .24  .50  .19  .60 C C D D Chamberlin, 2017; Elsaied, 2019; Erkutlu, 2015;  
Rao, 2018

Fear -.34 C Chamberlin, 2017

Helping behaviour .46 A Guchait, 2015

Incident reporting (involved / 
observed)

.36 / .22 D Lee, 2016

Information sharing .52 .51 B D Frazier, 2017; Chi-Cheng, 2018

Internal whistleblowing .37  .36 D D Anugerah, 2019; Malik, 2018

Learning behaviour .51  .62  .61  .45 A B A D Ashauer, 2013; Frazier, 2017; Guchait, 2014; Jha, 2019-2

Organisational deviance -.33 D Erkutlu, 2019

Organisational identification .34 D Erkutlu, 2015

Performance, task .43 B Frazier, 2017

Performance, team .23  .50  .63          
.71 .40

A D D 
C D

Applebaum, 2019; Ashauer, 2013; Chi-Cheng, 2018; 
Guchait, 2014; Jha, 2019-2

Pro-activity .61 D Cai, 2018

Problem solving capacity .30 C Carmeli, 2014

Psychological empowerment .55 D Jha, 2019-1

Psychological well-being .33 D Erkutlu, 2016

Psychological contract breach -.27 D Erkutlu, 2016

Reflexivity .23 C Carmeli, 2014

Resilience .31 D Cai, 2018

Satisfaction .43 B Frazier, 2017

Social network ties .55 D Chi-Cheng, 2018

Supportive work context .49 B Frazier, 2017

Surface acting (faking) .33 C Shumski, 2018

Team cohesion .47  .68 D C Applebaum, 2019; Guchait, 2014

Transactive memory system .59  .40  .77 D C D Chi-Cheng, 2018; Hood, 2016; Guchait, 2014

Turnover intentions -.27  -.58  -.46  
-.40  

D D D 
D

Ahmad, 2017; Da Silva, 2012; Jha, 2019-1;  
Yanchus, 2015

Trust in team members .63 D Aamir, 2013

Trust in top management .28 D Aamir, 2013

Work engagement .39  .54  .45 D D B Amir, 2013; Basit, 2017; Frazier, 2017
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In addition to studies examining the consequences of workplace incivility, this 
review identified several studies of the antecedents or predictors. Table 1 provides an 
overview of these antecedents. The effect sizes indicate that the following factors are 
strong predictors of workplace incivility in teams and/or organisations:

What are the antecedents of psychological safety?4.

Leadership style

Empowerment

The findings indicate that leaders perceived by their employees as authentic, 
benevolent, ethical, humble, supportive, and trustworthy positively affect the 
psychological safety within a team and/or the organisation (e.g. Anugerah, 2019).  
The same counts for leaders perceived as non-judgmental, empathic, and respectful 
listeners (Castro, 2018). Not surprisingly, leaders perceived as abusive, untrustworthy, 
or psychopathic negatively affect psychological safety.

Leaders who share power with their teams, give them the autonomy to make 
decisions by displaying trust in them and encouraging participative decision-making 
have a positive effect on psychological safety. Such empowering leaders create an 
environment of openness; this openness acts as a signal for employees to express 
themselves freely and speak up with suggestions for improvements (Rao, 2018).
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Conflict management style

Managers and leaders who use a cooperative conflict management style display 
high levels of concern, respect for others and open communication. As such, 
this style for managing conflicts correlates with characteristics of supportive 
leadership, organisational justice and participative decision making, which 
are major antecedents of trust (Erkutlu, 2015). As explained above, when 
employees trust their leaders, they are more likely to openly express their 
thoughts and opinions.

Diversity climate

Diversity climate refers to employee perceptions regarding the organisation’s 
diversity-related policies and practices. In a positive diversity climate, employees 
perceive that their organisation treats all members with respect and dignity and 
provides equal access to opportunities for career advancement, thereby creating 
a psychologically safe environment (Guchait, 2017).

Leader-assigned mastery goals

Goal setting is a well-researched topic in industrial and organisational psychology. 
A large number of high quality studies consistently demonstrate that specific, 
difficult goals yield higher performance than non-specific (‘do-your best’) goals; 
and specific difficult goals yield higher performance than specific easy goals  
(see CEBMa’s REA on goal setting). However, when learning new tasks or working 
on ill-structured problems, employees will inevitably make errors, which may be 
embarrassing or threatening to their self-esteem. 

In these situations, mastery or learning goals tend to be more effective. Mastery 
goals lead employees to view unsolved problems as challenges to be ‘mastered’ 
rather than focus on performance or how they will be judged (Ashauer, 2013).  
Thus, leaders who set mastery goals for their team members create an 
environment in which members feel safe in taking interpersonal risks and will  
not feel that speaking up about problems will be held against them.
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Quality of the managerial relationship

Team tenure

When employees have suggestions, concerns, or knowledge they want to share 
with their managers, whether they do or don’t decide to voice these is based 
on their past experiences with their manager. Employees who feel they are 
fairly and positively treated by their manager will speak up more comfortably, 
whereas those who perceive the relationship with their manager as negative or 
problematic are more likely to feel uncomfortable in doing so (Unler, 2019). 

Team tenure is likely to have a curvilinear (U-shaped) influence on team 
interpersonal dynamics and (as a result) psychological safety (Koopman, 2019). 
Newly formed teams tend to experience more positive interpersonal dynamics 
than do long-tenured teams because the newly adopted group membership 
creates a “newgroup” identity that engenders positive perceptions about 
teammates and high trust. This trust originates because the new members 
do not have adequate information (yet) to judge the trustworthiness of their 
teammates. Members of moderately tenured teams, however, had more social 
interactions, and as a result may have discovered differences in personal values 
and opinions about how the team should approach task or interpersonal 
relationships. As a result, they are more likely to face conflicts and feelings of 
uncertainty, which are known to harm team psychological safety. 

In contrast to moderately tenured teams, members of longer tenured teams 
have had extensive time to obtain a deeper understanding of each other. 
Moreover, when the team is managed effectively, it will have established team 
norms that enable its members to interact in a manner that focuses on effective 
goal completion, assisting other team members in their tasks, and avoiding 

unproductive conflict, which leads to higher team psychological safety 
(Koopman, 2019).

It should be noted, however, that many factors listed in Table 1 are 
based on cross-sectional research, which makes the nature or 

direction of the effect uncertain. This means that some of these 
factors, such as helping behaviour, a supportive work context, 

reflexivity, and team cohesion may be an antecedent rather 
than a result of psychological safety.
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Table 2 - Antecedents of Psychological Safety

Antecedent Effect size Level Studies

Abusive supervision r = -.35 C Liu, 2016

Authentic leadership r = .36; .46 D D Anugerah, 2019; Liu, 2018

Benevolent leadership r = .31 D Erkutlu, 2016

Cooperative conflict 
management style

r = .23 / .31 D Erkutlu, 2015

Diversity climate r = .52 D Guchait, 2017

Empowering leadership r = .63 D Rao, 2018

Ethical leadership r = .30 D Malik, 2018

Individuation d = 1.22 A Kim, 2019

Supervisor’s listening ẞ = .38 AA Castro, 2018

Transformational leadership r = .22 C Carmeli, 2014

Leader’s age r = .23 D Gonzalves, 2017

Leader-assigned mastery goals d = .78 A Ashauer, 2013

Leader humility r = .39; .64 D D Gonzalves, 2017; Walters, 2016

Leader psychopathy r = -.37 D Erkutlu, 2019

Managerial relationship ẞ = .65 D Unler, 2019

Moral disengagement r = -.28 D Erkutlu, 2019

Organisational politics ẞ = -.20 D Lee, 2016

Power distance r = -.36 D Applebaum, 2019

Servant leadership r = .37 D Schaubroek, 2011

Supportive leadership r = .32 C Elsaied, 2019

Team affect (pos/neg) r = .34 / -.37 C Hood, 2016

Team tenure U-shaped D Koopman, 2019

Trust in supervisor r = .69 D Basit, 2017
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The studies identified through this review clearly demonstrate that 
psychological safety has a large, positive relationship with a wide 
range of organisational outcomes, and as such is likely to be an 
important condition for the effectiveness of teams, workgroups, and 
the organisation as a whole. Review findings also indicate that the 
leadership style and skills of managers and team leaders directly 
enhance, or undermine, the establishment of psychological safety.   

This REA aims to provide a balanced assessment of what is known in the 
scientific literature about the  impact and attributes of psychological 
safety on teams and organisations by using the systematic review 
method to search and critically appraise empirical studies. However, 
in order to be ‘rapid’, concessions were made in relation to the 
breadth and depth of the search process, such as the exclusion of 
unpublished studies, the use of a limited number of databases and a 
focus on empirical research published in the period 2000 to 2019. As a 
consequence, relevant studies may have been missed. 

A second limitation concerns the critical appraisal of the studies 
included, which did not incorporate a comprehensive review of the 
psychometric properties of their tests, scales and questionnaires.

Finally, the findings of this review are sometimes based on low-quality 
studies, i.e. studies without a control group and/or pre-test. As a 
result, a causal relationship between the impact and antecedents of 
psychological safety can’t be confirmed, which means 
that alternative explanations for the effects 
found are possible.

Given these limitations, care must be 
taken not to present the findings 
presented in this REA as conclusive. 

Conclusion

Limitations
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Appendix I
Search terms & hits

ABI/Inform Global, Business Source Elite, PsycINFO
peer reviewed, scholarly journals, Nov 2019

Search terms ABI BSP PSY Medline

S1: ti(‘psychological safety’) or ab(‘psychological safety’) 296 269 342 48

S2: filter MAs and/or SRs 9 6 10 -

S3: ti(predict*) OR ti(antecedent*) OR ti(characteristic*) OR 
ti(factor*) OR ti(moderat*) OR ti(mediat*) OR ab(antecedent*) 
OR ab(moderat*) OR ab(mediat*)

137,138 97,589 219,438 -

S4: S1 AND S3 142 51 45 -

S5: S2 OR S4 148 56 62 48

Appendix II
Selection of studies

ABI Inform

n =148

duplicates

n = 98

excluded

n = 18

excluded

n = 89

BSP

n = 56

Articles obtained from search

n = 314

Titles and abstracts screened  
for relevance

n = 173

Critical appraisal & text  
screened for relevance

n = 84

included studies

n = 66

PsycINFO

n = 62

Medline

n = 48
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Excluded studies

Author & year Reason for exclusion

Applebaum,  
2018

Doesn’t examine predictors or outcomes of psychological safety.

Aranzamendez, 
2015

Literature review.

Aufegger,  
2019

Narrative review, no quantitative outcomes or effect sizes are reported.

Rown,  
2016

Qualitative study.

Cave,  
2016

Insufficient data reported / not quantitative study.

Christian,  
2009

Concerns psychological safety climate, a related but conceptually different construct  
(= individual perceptions of safety-related policies, practices, and procedures 
pertaining to safety matters that affect personal well-being at work).

Dahl,  
2017

Study protocol.

Edmondson,  
2014

Narrative review, no quantitative outcomes or effect sizes are reported.

Jahanzeb,  
2018

This study investigates the sequential mediating effects of threats to efficacy needs 
and defensive silence between supervisor ostracism and emotional exhaustion, 
explained through need-threat/need fortification framework; psychological safety is 
not included in the tested model.

Jahanzeb,  
2018-2

This study investigated the mediating effects of defensive silence and emotional 
exhaustion between ostracism and interpersonal deviance, explained through 
transactional theory of stress and coping; psychological safety is not included in the 
tested model.

Jimmieson,  
2016

Not about psychological safety. Safety climate is operationalized in relation to hand 
hygiene. Authors’ definition of psychological safety climate is ‘individual’s evaluation  
of the importance one’s organisation (or workgroup) places on safe work practices.’

Halbesleben,  
2013

Not about psychological safety. Psychological safety climate (PSC) is defined in this 
study as ‘specific policies, practices, and procedures for the protection of worker 
psychological health and safety’.
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Newman,  
2017

Narrative review, no quantitative outcomes or effect sizes are reported.

Nielsen,  
2016

Not about psychological safety. The Safety Climate Questionnaire (Zohar & Luria, 2005) 
were used to assess psychological safety climate. The items assess psychological safety 
climate in the work group. The safety climate items cover a range of interaction modes 
between supervisors and group members by which supervisors can indicate the 
priority of safety versus competing goals such as production speed or schedules.

O’ Neil,  
2018

Narrative review, no quantitative outcomes or effect sizes are reported.

Probst,  
2010

Not psychological safety. The measure of organisational safety climate included: 
management values (e.g., “Management places a strong emphasis on workplace 
health and safety”), safety communication (e.g., There is open communication about 
safety issues within this workplace), safety training (e.g., Safety issues are given a 
high priority in training programs), and safety systems (e.g., There are systematic 
procedures in place for preventing breakdowns in workplace safety).

Salas,  
2018

Narrative review, no quantitative outcomes or effect sizes are reported.

Wang,  
2018

1. Concerns employees from software firms in the Guangdong province (China), DV  
(eg humble leadership) may be confounded due to culture differences. 2. Does 
address reversed causation. 3. Outcome (follower creativity) not relevant.
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