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Purpose: The psychological safety of employees is a state that has a positive effect on the 6 

efficiency of their work and the effectiveness of the entire organisation. Events bringing  7 

a feeling of danger that are outside the control of us as individuals, that is the pandemic and 8 

now the war beyond our eastern border, have decreased the sense of safety in whole societies. 9 

Such a situation gives rise to the need to identify the conditions that shape psychological safety 10 

so that they can be intentionally modelled within the organizations. The purpose of this paper 11 

is to present the analysis of the individual conditions that impact the level of psychological 12 

safety when facing the transgressive behaviour of the leader. 13 

Design/methodology/approach: This article is theoretical and presents the results of literature 14 

analysis. 15 

Findings: The result of the analysis is a proposed relationship between a superior’s 16 

transgression and an employee’s psychological safety, along with the moderating role of the 17 

employee’s sensory processing sensitivity, and the locus of control. 18 

Practical implications: A proposal has been presented here for reducing the effect of a leader’s 19 

transgressive behaviour (taking into account the dimensions of severity and frequency) on 20 

employees’ psychological safety. HRM practices implementing a strategy of inducing 21 

psychological safety should take into account protection of employee limits in order to reduce 22 

the possibility of transgressive behaviour occurring. It is also important to create optimal 23 

working conditions for people with raised sensory processing sensitivity. 24 

Originality/value: The paper addresses the question of individual conditions of a sense of 25 

safety based on an identified research gap. Recent years have seen an increase in interest among 26 

researchers in the topic of employee psychological safety, its antecedents and its consequences 27 

for behaviours within an organisation. The current situation is unprecedented and have 28 

decreased the sense of safety so the discussion presented in the paper is original and has a great 29 

value. 30 

Keywords: Psychological Safety, Sensory Processing Sensitivity, Transgression, Locus of 31 

Control, High Sensory Sensitivity. 32 

Category of the paper: Conceptual paper. 33 
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1. Introduction  1 

The two years of the Covid-19 pandemic resulted in deterioration in the psychological health 2 

of people around the world. Data collected so far indicates an increase in mental health issues, 3 

especially neurotic conditions and mood disorders (depression) (anxiety disorder, depression, 4 

post-traumatic stress disorder and psychological distress), which are caused by increased fear, 5 

and a loss of a sense of safety and control (GUS, 2020; Pierce et al., 2021). The observed 6 

continuing distress and anxiety, the feeling of helplessness at the inability to escape, and even 7 

panic attacks, despair and a sense of hopelessness constitute acute pandemic stress disorder and 8 

are connected to the loss of the psychological safety (Heitzman, 2020). With the ongoing war 9 

in progress nearby, it can be assumed that feelings of danger, fear and stress will grow in 10 

countries bordering Ukraine. Lack of control over the changing reality, perceived as unsure or 11 

threatening, as well as the permanent psychological tension, both require significant adaptative 12 

skills and engage defence mechanisms. One of these is the search for a safe place in which 13 

people can maintain good, safe interpersonal relations (Heitzman, 2020). A counterbalance to 14 

the unpredictable outside world and the resulting sense of danger can be a predictable and safe 15 

workplace (Heitzman, 2020).  16 

This article will present an analysis of the current state of knowledge in the field of 17 

psychological safety, and the research gap resulting from this analysis. Further research 18 

directions will be proposed. Psychological safety is currently a highly relevant topic and is of 19 

importance due to its significance for organisations. The research topic is a response to the 20 

identified need to reinforce employees’ sense of psychological safety in the context of our 21 

changing reality and alarming data on its effect on people’s mental health. The analysis extends 22 

beyond the study of organisations and is based heavily on psychology. The research proposals 23 

presented in the article are a development of the theory of the sense of psychological safety, 24 

and the resulting development of the general concept related to the psychology of the person in 25 

organisations. In addition, the phenomenon of transgression in superior-employee relations is 26 

as yet poorly described, and the proposal describing the importance of leader transgression on 27 

the feeling of safety contributes to the theory of leadership. 28 

2. Psychological safety of the employee in organisations  29 

In classic needs theories describing the motivating mechanisms of the individual, one of the 30 

basic needs identified is that of safety. Satisfying the need for safety creates the conditions for 31 

realising needs of a higher order, such as the need for belonging, recognition or self-32 

achievement (Maslow, 1954). Psychological safety is a concept that grew out of psychology 33 
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and is used in the field of organisational behaviours, and is attracting ever more attention from 1 

management researchers. Psychological safety is a cognitive state that is the result of 2 

assessment of the surroundings as accepting and friendly, an environment in which it is safe to 3 

take risks, e.g. interpersonal risk, in which making a mistake does not result in social ostracism 4 

(Edmondson, 1999). Research into the feeling of safety is on four levels, individual, group, 5 

organisational and superior-employee dyads. On the individual level, the majority of research 6 

shows the relation between the feeling of safety and organisational behaviours, such as thriving 7 

(Jiang et al., 2019), identification with the organisation (Liu et al., 2015), effectiveness 8 

(Obrenovic et al., 2020), innovativeness (Sun, Huang, 2019), creativity and knowledge sharing 9 

(Wang, Liu, Zhu, 2018). Safety gives employees the courage to undertake activities (Chen  10 

et al., 2019), engage in voice behaviours (Xu et al., 2019), come up with ideas (Wang, Liu, Zhu, 11 

2018) and put them into practice (Agarwal, Ferndale, 2017). Similarly to deprivation, the need 12 

for safety decreases cognitive abilities and effectiveness of action (Maslow, 1954), and low 13 

psychological safety lowers vitality and the learning processes that go to make up thriving at 14 

work (Jiang et al., 2019). 15 

The group level emphasises the differences between teams at the level of psychological 16 

safety, even within the same organisation. The most frequently cited definition of a feeling of 17 

psychological safety in its original version refers to the belief shared by team members in  18 

a given group that it is possible to openly express one’s opinions and emotions (Edmondson, 19 

1996). The group level is often connected to team atmosphere, team effectiveness (Edmondson, 20 

1999; Akan, Jack, Mehta, 2020), learning as a team (Edmondson, 1999; Jha, 2019), team 21 

creativity (Greenbaum et al., 2020), identification with the team (Johnson and Avolio, 2019), 22 

and the quality of decisions taken as a team (Zhou, Zhu, Vredenburgh, 2020). Aggregation of 23 

the feeling of psychological safety at the organisation level enables analysis of its relation with 24 

other organisational attributes such as effectiveness (Baer, Frese, 2003), change and culture 25 

(Cataldo, Raelin, Lambert, 2009). The feeling of psychological safety is a state that conditions 26 

an employee’s adaptive mechanisms with regard to changes occurring in the organisation.  27 

From an organisational perspective, research has also been conducted into the significance of 28 

strategies and organisational practices, for example in the field of human resources 29 

management, in building a feeling of psychological safety within an organisation (Agarwal, 30 

Ferndale, 2017). Of key importance for an employee’s feeling of psychological safety are their 31 

relations with their employer, the characteristics of the leader and the style of leadership. 32 

Research into subordinate-superior pairs has revealed that the matching personalities of both in 33 

terms of high proactiveness leads to a higher level of psychological safety in the employee  34 

(Xu et al., 2019). A high level of psychological capital in the leader strengthens the 35 

psychological safety of the employee (Wang, Chen, Zhu, 2021), as does the prosocial 36 

motivation of the leader, which is an additional predictor of a feeling of safety in the leader 37 

themselves (Frazier, Tupper, 2018). 38 



100 M. Gojny-Zbierowska 

Figure 1 presents a map of the co-occurring keywords that appear most frequently in 1 

literature on the topic of the feeling of psychological safety. The graphical representation of the 2 

network of connections was created using the VOS Viewer programme. The strength of the 3 

connections between the variables is expressed by the distance between them in the figure, and 4 

the frequency of occurrence of a given variable by the size of font and the circle indicating it. 5 

The lines between the variables indicate the relations between them described in the literature. 6 

The closer two values are to one another, the stronger the connection between them (Van Eck, 7 

Waltman, 2019). To create the map, words were used that appeared in the title, abstract and 8 

keywords found in a selected collection of over 900 articles from the Web of Science database. 9 

Effectiveness appears most frequently in relation with psychological safety, and is also in 10 

closest proximity. Having equally strong relations with psychological safety are: sharing 11 

knowledge, atmosphere, and transformational, ethical and servant leadership. Additionally, 12 

leadership styles that are paternalistic, abusive, authentic, inclusive and empowering feature as 13 

key variables in the feeling of psychological safety, which shows how important the style of 14 

management and type of leadership are in this context. The analysis also shows the connections 15 

between psychological safety and learning, innovativeness, creativity and knowledge sharing, 16 

that is cognitive activity on the part of employees and whole teams. Organisational culture and 17 

atmosphere provide a broader context for psychological safety. The culture can create a safe 18 

environment through its component values, norms and rituals, thus strengthening the feeling of 19 

safety. Atmosphere, as visible in the connections map, is a dimension in closer relation to the 20 

feeling of safety. In the literature, there is the concept of atmosphere of psychological safety, 21 

defined as an atmosphere that is conducive to overcoming anxiety and fear of failure (Wang  22 

et al., 2019). As shown in research, it is also strongly connected to an atmosphere for taking the 23 

initiative (Carmeli et al., 2013). Individual factors that are induced by psychological safety 24 

include not only creativity (Liu et al., 2016; Wang, Liu, Zhu, 2018) but, as illustrated in the 25 

connections map, also motivation to work, involvement, trust, prosocial behaviour and 26 

satisfaction with work.  27 
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 1 

Figure 1. Keyword co-occurrence mapping of the psychological safety in literature. 2 

Source: own elaboration using VOS Viewer software. 3 

3. Relationship between a leader’s transgression behaviours  4 

and an employee’s psychological safety 5 

The majority of research into the effect of a leader on an employee’s psychological safety 6 

focuses on positive styles of leadership such as authentic, empowering, transformational, ethical 7 

and servant. This may at least in part result from the fact that recent years have seen  8 

a blossoming of theories in the field of positive research on organisations, also in the theory of 9 

leadership. Leader transgression is defined as a (dysfunctional) behaviour contrary to the 10 

accepted societal principles, norms and practices in a given organisation (Shapiro et al., 2011). 11 

The perception of a leader’s behaviour as transgressive or not is linked to the individual 12 

character of the relations between the superior and the employee, the conditions of such 13 

relations and its assumptions (Epitropaki, 2020, p. 11). The effects of transgression are, among 14 

others, the intention to leave, withdrawal (Shapiro et al., 2011), loss of trust towards the leader 15 

and damage to employee well-being (Byrne, Barling, Dupre, 2014). There is a lack of research 16 

into the effects of transgression itself and its consequences for organisational behaviours.  17 

The majority of studies on transgression focus on the importance of the properties of 18 

transgression and possible correctional strategies for the leader. The relationship between the 19 
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superior and the subordinate is a relationship between two people, in which trust and a feeling 1 

of safety are built through mutual respect, support and positive action. For this reason, it can be 2 

assumed that transgressive behaviour will decrease this feeling of support. 3 

Proposal 1: A leader’s transgressive behaviour decreases the psychological safety of the 4 

employee. 5 

From the perspective of the effects of transgression, of key importance are features such as 6 

frequency, severity and whether correctional action has been taken by the leader, and if so what 7 

action. These properties also have an effect on the superior-employee relationship, on trust in 8 

this relationship and whether it will be rebuilt (Byrne, Barling, Dupre, 2014). The greater the 9 

severity of the leader’s negative behaviour towards the employee, the more often this behaviour 10 

occurs, and the more likely that the feeling of safety will be lower. 11 

Proposal 2: Employee psychological safety will decrease along with the severity of  12 

a leader’s transgressive behaviour. 13 

Proposal 3: Employee psychological safety will decrease along with the frequency of  14 

a leader’s transgressive behaviour. 15 

4. The moderating role of sensory processing sensitivity and the locus  16 

of control 17 

Personality traits and psychosocial competences have an influence on how we interpret the 18 

behaviours of others and the reality surrounding us, as well as on how we react in a given 19 

situation and how we behave. In their research into the antecedents of psychological safety, 20 

Edmondson and Mogelof (2006) discovered that people with a higher level of neuroticism 21 

experienced lower psychological safety. Individual differences in perception of the 22 

surroundings can have an effect on whether a given behaviour is interpreted as threatening, 23 

transgressive or not (Epitropaki et al., 2020). Sensory processing sensitivity is a trait linked to 24 

personality conditions of perceiving reality, and is a feature that is relatively long-lasting and 25 

at least partly conditioned genetically (Assary et al., 2019). People with high sensory sensitivity 26 

are characterised by deeper processing of the stimuli they are exposed to and a lower level of 27 

arousal resulting from them. These properties mean a greater sensitivity to aesthetic 28 

experiences, art and beauty, but also the undergoing of unpleasant experiences and a lower level 29 

of arousal as a result of sensory stimuli. People with a higher level of sensory sensitivity feel 30 

overwhelmed by external and internal stimuli much more quickly than others (Aron, Aron, 31 

1997), and are more attentive to subtleties (Graven et al., 2019). Sensory processing sensitivity 32 

is connected to neuroticism, that is negative emotionality and introversion (Aron, Aron, 1997). 33 
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Sensory processing sensitivity is not a disorder, but in people with high sensitivity, negative 1 

stimuli increase the likelihood of anxiety (Meredith et al., 2016), depression (Bakker, 2 

Moulding, 2012), problems with regulating emotions (Brindle et al., 2015), a higher level of 3 

stress (Bakker, Moulding, 2012), and a lower level of subjective happiness (Sobocko, Zelenski, 4 

2015). For this reason, people with heightened sensory processing sensitivity may on the one 5 

hand be more sensitive to a superior’s gestures, and more quickly assess them as threatening 6 

and exceeding certain limits. On the other hand, such behaviour in a leader may trigger more 7 

negative emotions in them than for other employees. In addition, this group of subordinates 8 

may have greater difficulties freeing themselves from a bad impression about the employer after 9 

their transgressive behaviour or forgetting about it. These three mechanisms provide a basis for: 10 

Proposal 4: The negative relationship between a transgressive superior and the 11 

psychological safety of the employee will be intensified the higher the level of sensory 12 

processing sensitivity in the employee. 13 

Transgressive behaviour is initiated by the superior, while the employee has no control over 14 

the situation. Internal control gives a feeling of agency and subjectivity in relations with others. 15 

Research into the importance of the locus of sense of control for the relationship between 16 

negative factors and their consequences at the individual level, indicates that it weakens the 17 

negative effect, for example, of stress on psychological well-being (Daniels, Guppy, 1994).  18 

In confronting a leader’s transgression, an employee with internal control has greater 19 

possibilities for influencing their emotional state, maintaining a distance and building a feeling 20 

of psychological safety based on their own resources. For this reason, a feeling of control can 21 

reduce the negative effect of a superior crossing the line, and therefore the last proposal is: 22 

Proposal 5: The negative relationship between a transgressive superior and the 23 

psychological safety of the employee will be more intensified for people with an external locus 24 

of control. 25 

5. Summary 26 

The article deals with an important and topical issue. The psychological safety of employees 27 

is beneficial for organisations and has a positive effect on employee efficiency (Obrenovic  28 

et al., 2020), team effectiveness (Akan, Jack, Metha, 2020), as well as the effectiveness of the 29 

entire organisation (Baer, Frese, 2003). Although recent years have brought an increase in 30 

interest among researchers in the topic of employees’ feeling of safety, its antecedents and 31 

consequences for behaviours in organisations, it is only the latest world events that have made 32 

us aware of its role in the psychological balance and mental health of every individual person. 33 

A proposal has been presented here for reducing the effect of a leader’s transgressive behaviour 34 

(taking into account the dimensions of severity and frequency) on employees’ psychological 35 
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safety. Two factors that moderate this relationship have also been proposed. The first is sensory 1 

sensitivity to the surroundings, which is a trait that has only recently been described,  2 

and as research has shown, affects a significant proportion of the population. Research into the 3 

distribution of this trait among the population allows estimates to be made that around 20-30% 4 

of people have high sensory processing sensitivity (Lionetti et al., 2018; Greven et al., 2019). 5 

As a result, on average one in five people belongs to the group with a raised level of this trait. 6 

This means that HRM practices implementing a strategy of inducing psychological safety 7 

should take into account protection of employee limits in order to limit the possibility of 8 

transgressive behaviour occurring and its negative effect on the feeling of safety. It is also 9 

important to create optimal working conditions for people with raised sensory processing 10 

sensitivity. The second factor is the locus of the sense of control. Employees with internal 11 

control will be more resistant to the negative consequences of a superior’s transgressive 12 

behaviour on the feeling of safety. For this reason, empowering employees can become one of 13 

the HRM practices that supports the preserving of psychological safety despite a leader’s 14 

transgression. 15 
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