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Abstract: Organisations in recent times are characterised by volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity 

(VUCA) and given the rapid changes that businesses face, psychological safety is the most important factor for an 

organisation to have an improved work environment where workers can speak their views and constructively 

challenge the status quo. To build an optimal organisational environment where employees' potential can be fully 

realised for the organisation's benefit, leaders need to clearly understand the drivers of employees' psychological 

safety and, consequently, their efficient performance at the workplace. This research demonstrates how an 

organisation can achieve psychological safety through inclusive leadership, ethical leadership, high-quality 

connections, positive organisational climate and work design characteristics. In Nigeria, where hierarchical 

organisational structures and high power distance preferred relationships are prevalent, this study has provided 

insight into leadership's role in building and reinforcing psychological safety at all levels of the organisation to 

encourage proactive work behaviours. This paper concludes that for organisations to mitigate the negative impact of 

societal culture on organisational silence, they must embrace ethical and inclusive leadership with the corporate 

ideology of help, build trust, encourage collaboration, demonstrate openness to constructive criticism, and prioritise a 

culture of psychological safety to achieve organisational success. 
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I. Introduction 
In today's business environment, characterised by its dynamic and highly competitive nature, organisations 

need continuous improvement through learning, change, and innovation, which has become crucial for success 

(Frazier et al., 2017). Psychological safety, which refers to the perception of a safe environment for interpersonal 

risk-taking, is a significant cognitive state that plays a crucial role in promoting learning, facilitating organisational 

change, and enhancing employee engagement (Edmondson, 1999; Kahn, 1990). Scholars have proposed that the 

concept of psychological safety is gaining significance in promoting the success of organisations in the 

contemporary business environment (Edmondson & Lei, 2014; Newman et al., 2017). This is due to the increasing 

pressures organisational members face to engage in exploratory initiatives and the increasing need for firms to 

continuously innovate to gain new competitive advantages (Dess & Picken, 2000; Tushman & O'Reilly, 1996). 

Psychological safety was introduced to the organisational sciences by Schein and Bennis (1965), but empirical 

research has only gained significant momentum in more recent years. Previous studies have consistently indicated 

that psychological safety enables employees "to feel safe at work so that they can grow, learn, contribute, and 

perform effectively in a rapidly changing world" (Edmondson & Lei, 2014, p. 23).  

Based on the findings of several studies, when employees perceive the possibility of satisfying their 

psychological needs in the workplace, they are more engaged and invest more time and effort in the organisation's 

work, resulting in greater organisational productivity and competitiveness (Kahn, 1990; Pfeffer, 1994; Brown & 

Leigh, 1996). Psychological safety is a crucial element within the organisational setting, wherein individuals learn 

and adopt certain behaviours and norms through socialisation inside the workplace. According to Roussin and 

Webber (2012), psychological safety increases an employee's job engagement, boosts performance and learning, and 

decreases the individual's propensity to make wrong decisions. Increasingly, organisations are adopting team-based 

structures to accomplish their objectives despite encountering significant levels of risk and uncertainty 

(Wheelwright, 1994). Emerging trends such as increased global competition, emphasis on knowledge-work, 

innovation, and flatter organisational structure highlight the significance of structuring work around teams (Hans & 

Gupta, 2018). The team members must adopt a proactive approach towards risk-taking, exploring new ideas and 

occasionally encountering setbacks, all while working in collaboration with fellow group/team members. This 
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involves effectively handling differences in status, expertise, and discipline, among other variables, necessitating 

interpersonal skills and a psychologically safe workplace (Mogelof & Edmondson, 2006). Team members are more 

likely to engage in cooperative behaviour and develop a sense of responsibility towards their team's outcomes when 

they perceive their ideas and views are valued and appreciated (Hans & Gupta, 2018). In today's rapidly changing 

business environment, where learning and innovation are the keys to establishing a successful organisation, 

psychological safety is the foundation of successful organisations (Konyefa-Dickson, 2023). Only 47% of 

respondents to a survey by Frazier et al. (2017) who polled employees said their workplace was a psychologically 

safe and healthy environment. 

In Nigeria, where hierarchical and bureaucratic organisational structures are prevalent, little progress has 

been made regarding psychological safety. In a collectivist culture characterised by a significant power distance 

index, such as Nigeria, organisations tend to concentrate power in the hands of a select few individuals. Within this 

cultural context, employees generally adhere to the cultural norm of refraining from intruding into the domain of 

their superiors (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005). Consequently, this cultural value poses challenges for employees in 

expressing thoughts, regardless of the potential value such suggestions may hold in enhancing workplace efficiency. 

In this context, leaders are to be listened to, not to be challenged or unnecessarily embarrassed by offering 

unsolicited opinions or suggestions, and to act in a manner that demonstrates the boss has made a mistake and must 

be corrected; therefore, silence is the order of the day (Umar, 2013). Organisational silence, characterised by the 

reluctance to express one's opinions, is prevalent within collectivistic cultures. In such contexts, employees often 

adhere to an implicit norm that prioritises caution over potential risks, leading to a reduced sense of psychological 

safety (Joo et al., 2021). In Nigeria, most organisational cultures do not encourage risk-taking or open 

communication, and leaders reprimand employees with opposing viewpoints, leaving them with the impression that 

they are not valued and lack control over their work.  

Moreover, Hunter et al. (2007) observed that leaders could indirectly influence the climate of a workgroup 

or organisation by fostering a positive, open, trustworthy, and safe environment that fosters innovation. Previous 

studies have indicated that favourable organisational climates can foster creativity and innovation (Baer & Frese, 

2003; Crossan & Apaydin, 2010; Yang, 2012). Based on the premise that psychological safety promotes learning 

behaviours within organisations and that learning behaviours may, therefore, be viewed as the key drivers for 

implementing innovations in organisations (Bstieler & Hemmert, 2010; Edmondson, 1999, 2002; Edmondson & 

Lei, 2014; Liu et al., 2014; Newman et al., 2017). This research seeks to demonstrate that organisations that practise 

psychological safety become industry leaders and are competitive in the global market. Given the rapid changes 

businesses have faced in recent years and the seminal work of Edmondson (1999) on psychological safety and 

learning, fostering perceptions of psychological safety is an important consideration for organisations seeking to 

maintain competitiveness. To create an optimal organisational environment where employees' potential can be fully 

realised for the organisation's benefit, leaders must thoroughly understand the factors influencing employees' 

psychological safety and, consequently, their productive workplace performance. Therefore, this research paper 

examines the dynamics of psychological safety as the panacea for organisational success. 

  

II. Literature Review 
The Concept of Psychological Safety 

Psychological safety is an emerging concept, and the literature indicates that awareness of it could improve 

human development and empower individuals to initiate change in their personal development and the development 

of work teams (Wanless, 2016; Fransen et al., 2011). In contemporary times, the execution of tasks within 

organisations is characterised by a collaborative approach, wherein individuals exchange information and ideas, 

coordinate their efforts, and integrate diverse viewpoints (Edmondson, 2003). This collaborative work dynamic is 

necessitated by the need for individuals to work collectively towards achieving organisational objectives. 

Nevertheless, establishing interdependency among team members can be challenging due to differences in their 

ability to collaborate effectively (Hackman, 1990). Psychological safety is defined here as employees' perceptions of 

the consequences of taking interpersonal risks in the workplace, which influences their willingness to "express 

themselves physically, cognitively, and emotionally during role performances" as opposed to defending 

"themselves" (Edmondson & Lei, 2014). In other words, when employees have no fears about voicing their 

opinions, they will be less concerned about potential negative outcomes, making them more likely to speak up 

(Pacheco et al., 2015). According to a Google Project Aristotle study, the main driver of a team's success 

was psychological safety (McWilliam & Toner, 2021). The research examined data from a sample of more than 200 

teams inside the company, revealing that the teams exhibiting the highest levels of effectiveness displayed several 

shared characteristics, including psychological safety. Google introduced a program known as "g2g" (Googler-to-
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Googler) in response to these findings (McWilliam & Toner, 2021). In a team that fosters psychological safety, 

individuals experience a sense of comfort and safety when it comes to asking questions, owning mistakes, and 

questioning established norms. This environment promotes enhanced communication, improved problem-solving 

capacity and increased engagement levels. 

Chen et al. (2015) assert that the concept of psychological safety was initially introduced by Maslow (1945) 

in his hierarchy of needs. Maslow defined psychological safety as confidence and freedom from fear and anxiety. 

Specifically, it includes an individual's perception of meeting present and future needs. According to Maslow's 

(1943) "A Theory of Human Motivation," individuals have distinct motivational systems independent of rewards 

and unconscious needs and developed a five-stage model known as the 'Hierarchy of Needs', which are self-

actualisation, esteem, love and belonging, safety and psychological needs. In his study, McLeod (2007) refers to 

Maslow's theory and expounds upon the significance of safety and self-esteem needs. According to McLeod (2007), 

it is a fundamental need for all individuals to have a sense of safety and security, be free from fear, and need self-

respect and the respect of others. Maslow's theories are considered a precedent for understanding human motivation 

in group efforts to achieve shared objectives. Based on this premise, Edmondson & Lei (2014) state that 

psychological safety within a group environment diminishes interpersonal risk, addresses group anxiety and fosters 

an atmosphere where individuals feel comfortable expressing their ideas, fears, and opinions without fear of being 

judged. Jerome (2013) observed the potential for applying the two lower-order needs in Maslow's theory of safety 

and psychological needs within the organisational culture. Jerome suggests that employees can progress towards 

achieving self-actualisation by fostering positive interactions within management structures. Several variables may 

hinder individuals from engaging in interpersonal risk-taking, such as the need to uphold self-esteem, confidence, 

and reputation and the need for acceptance within a group. Therefore, when exploring the application of Maslow's 

hierarchy of needs theory inside an organisational setting, it becomes evident that employees need a safe work 

environment to cultivate the motivation necessary to pursue higher-level needs (Schepers et al., 2008). Hence, 

fostering psychological safety within an organisation can enable team members to fulfil their needs effectively, thus 

creating a team dynamic characterised by enhanced communication and cohesion (Lerner, 2015).  

According to Schein and Bennis (1965), the concept of psychological safety entails reducing perceived 

risks, eliminating barriers to change, and establishing an environment that fosters experimentation and accepts 

failure without negative consequences such as retaliation, abandonment, or shame. At its core, psychological safety 

eliminates interpersonal risks arising from organisational change and uncertainty. Schein (1985) noted that 

psychological safety enables individuals to relinquish self-protective behaviours and collaborate toward achieving 

common goals and effective problem-solving. 

According to Kahn (1990), psychological safety can be defined as an individual's perception of being able 

to freely express and utilise their abilities without fear of facing negative outcomes to their self-image, status, or 

career. Kahn (1990) noted that psychological safety significantly impacts employees' inclination to openly express 

themselves in physical, emotional, and cognitive aspects during the execution of their job responsibilities, as 

opposed to resorting to withdrawal, disengagement, and defensive behaviours. Nevertheless, Brown and Leigh 

(1996) expanded upon Kahn's (1990) concept of psychological safety by proposing that it includes an employee's 

perception of three distinct climate dimensions. These dimensions include (a) the degree to which management is 

perceived as flexible and supportive, allowing employees to have control over their work and the processes they 

employ to achieve their tasks; (b) the clarity of organisational roles and norms; and (c) the extent to which 

employees feel comfortable expressing their genuine emotions and fundamental aspects of their self-identities within 

their work roles. Subsequently, Edmondson (1999) defined psychological safety as "people's perceptions of the 

consequences of taking interpersonal risks in a group setting".  

Consequently, though Schein & Bennis (1965) and Kahn (1990) concentrated on individual perceptions of 

psychological safety, Brown & Leigh (1996) defined it at the organisational level, and Edmondson's (1999) initial 

studies depict psychological safety as a team construct. The various definitions of the psychological safety construct 

share a common principle: the significance of establishing a work environment that minimises perceptions of 

interpersonal risk. Edmondson & Lei (2014, p. 24) noted that a recurring focus in studies on psychological safety is 

its role in promoting the voluntary participation of individuals in generating ideas and actions for achieving a 

common goal. 

Psychological safety relates to the collective perception among persons regarding the potential outcomes of 

voluntarily taking interpersonal risks within a specific setting (Edmondson, 1999; Edmondson & Lei, 2014). A 

psychologically safe environment refers to a context where individuals collectively perceive themselves to be safe 

from prospective negative consequences associated with engaging in actions often considered to involve 

interpersonal risks (Newman et al., 2017). In other words, psychological safety is the state in which individuals feel 
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safe enough to engage in learning behaviours without excessive worry about potential embarrassment or threat from 

others' reactions (Edmondson, 1999). These learning behaviours include "sharing information, requesting feedback, 

asking for help, discussing mistakes, and experimenting" (Edmondson, 1999). These learning behaviours are 

potentially essential to addressing underlying obstacles to innovation within organisations, such as internal inertia 

and resistance to change (Dess & Picken, 2000). Ultimately, psychological safety improves the quality of innovative 

endeavours by facilitating these behaviours. This notion aligns with the belief that individuals need psychological 

safety to participate in the exploratory and experimental behaviours inherent in innovation processes (Un, 2010). 

Moreover, existing research supports the notion that psychological safety promotes innovation. This is primarily due 

to its ability to facilitate open communication, enhancing shared information quality. Additionally, psychological 

safety encourages individuals to ask questions and present differing viewpoints, all of which are recognised as 

inherently psychologically challenging behaviours (Lee et al., 2011; Post, 2012; Argyris & Schön, 1978; 

Edmondson, 2002)  

Drivers of Psychological Safety in an Organization 
Edmondson (1999) posits that psychological safety is a shared construct that varies among teams within an 

organisation. Edmondson and Mogelof (2005) proposed the effects of organisational culture, team leader behaviour, 

team member interactions, and individual personality differences on psychological safety. The following are factors 

that promote psychological safety in the workplace: 

Inclusive Leadership 
Psychological safety is an essential leadership responsibility because it can make or break an employee's 

contribution, growth, learning, and collaboration (Edmondson, 2019). In their meta-analytic analysis of 

psychological safety, Frazier et al. (2017) observed a positive correlation between leadership and psychological 

safety. Therefore, the role of the leader is of utmost importance in influencing the work environment and creating an 

atmosphere of psychological safety. Carmeli et al. (2010) describe inclusive leadership as leaders who demonstrate 

accessibility, transparency, and availability in their interactions with followers. According to Nembhard and 

Edmondson (2006), inclusive leadership refers to a leader's verbal and behavioural expressions that display 

recognition and encouragement for the contributions made by their followers. Edmonson (2004) states that the 

demonstration of availability, openness, and accessibility by leaders can potentially promote the development of 

psychological safety inside the workplace. Therefore, leaders can inspire and encourage employees to develop 

innovative ideas and embrace risk-taking. This can be achieved by effective communication that emphasises the 

value of these behaviours while also assuring employees that they will not encounter any undesirable consequences 

due to their actions (Carmeli et al., 2010). Inclusive leadership relates to the leader's effort to involve team members 

in decision-making and conversations, particularly when their opinions and voices could otherwise be overlooked. 

According to Hirak et al. (2012), providing resources by inclusive leaders, fair treatment, and fault-tolerant 

procedures can successfully predict employees' sense of psychological safety.   

The concept of inclusive leadership relates to the coaching behaviour exhibited by team leaders. This behaviour 

involves actions that facilitate group processes, providing feedback and clarification (Edmondson, 1999). Inclusive 

leadership is also associated with participative leadership, which involves team leaders consulting with their 

employees, engaging in shared decision-making, and delegating decision-making authority to subordinates (Bass & 

Stogdill, 1990). Inclusive leadership relates to behaviours that, through explicit invitation, have a favourable impact 

on the team's psychological safety and encourage people to voice their opinions (Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006). 

Hence, an inclusive leadership style is characterised by being helpful, interactive, fair, and tolerant of mistakes, 

considered a crucial contextual factor inside organisations since it substantially influences the behaviours exhibited 

by subordinates (Zeng et al., 2020). In the same view, Bienefeld and Grote (2014) examined the influence of 

psychological safety on speaking up in teams within Aircrews. Due to the hierarchical nature of aircrews, it can be 

challenging to speak up, even in the face of mistakes. On the other hand, a crew member's silence in the face of an 

error can lead to disaster. Benfield & Grote (2014) suggested that inclusive leaders would promote psychological 

safety, allowing aircrew members to feel secure speaking up, i.e., speaking to the leader when an error is detected. 

Nigerian society is highly hierarchical regarding power relations, and benevolent autocracy is the preferred 

leadership style. Research reveals that Nigeria ranks poorly on several dimensions of inclusion, including social and 

government inclusion, with a weak national antidiscrimination legal framework that affords organisations adequate 

managerial autonomy on diversity-related issues (SHRM, 2009; Adeleye et al., 2012). The inability of Nigerian 

firms to practise inclusive leadership influences employees' attitudes towards organisational goals, as workers who 

are near to power or assumed to have special skills carve out a niche of supremacy for themselves, thereby limiting 

the creative ability of others (Yucel et al., 2014). Innovation has become crucial in determining a company's success 

as numerous businesses compete to meet customers' shifting demands (Osman et al., 2015; Deshpande, 2012). Dutta 
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et al. (2018) established a correlation between inclusive leadership and innovative employee behaviour and provided 

evidence that inclusive leadership reduces stigma, abuse, and the perception that workers are excluded from firms' 

decision-making processes. Because a "psychologically safe environment enables divergent thinking, creativity, and 

risk-taking and motivates participation in exploratory and exploitative learning", these behaviours positively impact 

innovation within organisations (Edmondson & Lei 2014; Andersson et al. 2020). Therefore, to achieve success in 

the global market, effectively navigate fierce competition, and bring about industry disruption, Nigerian firms must 

adopt inclusive leadership behaviours, fostering an environment of psychological safety. 

Ethical Leadership  
Ethical leadership is pivotal in shaping the organisational climate and serves as the bedrock for fostering 

psychological safety. Edmondson (1999) posits that psychological safety encompasses more than basic perceptions 

and observations of elevated levels of trust among individuals. Leaders have a crucial responsibility to eliminate 

obstacles and inspire their followers to voice their problems and share their thoughts (Sanak, 2017). In environments 

with a high level of psychological safety, leaders emphasise the significance of this behaviour and guarantee that it 

will not harm the individual or the work unit (Walumbwa & Schaubroeck, 2009). Thus, ethical leadership is 

essential for fostering psychological safety in work environments. It emphasises a leader's responsibility to create a 

safe and secure environment where employees feel like they belong, have a voice, and can learn and grow (Aboud et 

al., 2023). Ethical leadership is demonstrating normatively appropriate behaviour through personal actions and 

interpersonal relationships and promoting such behaviour to followers through two-way communication, 

reinforcement, and decision-making (Brown et al. 2005, p. 120). Based on this definition, it is evident that ethical 

leaders demonstrate attributes such as empathy, consideration, reliability, and respect while also displaying 

attentiveness toward their employees. These are the same characteristics that Edmondson (1999) identified as 

essential to developing psychological safety. Hence, it is not unexpected that a positive association exists between 

ethical leadership and the prediction of psychological safety (Reiter-Palmon & Millier, 2023).  

Honest and truthful relationships with their followers are important to leaders with high moral standards. 

When leaders are honest and open with their followers, it builds trust and respect between them and the leader and 

among the followers themselves (Engelbrecht et al., 2017). Previous studies have demonstrated that ethical 

leadership has a beneficial influence on employees' attitudes, facilitating the formation of moral identities and 

fostering the adoption of citizenship-style behaviours within their respective organisations (Brown and Treviño, 

2006; Lu et al., 2011; Walumbwa et al., 2011b; Zhu et al., 2015; Chen and Hou, 2016). Ethical leaders influence 

their followers' attitudes by displaying moral behaviours such as honesty, trustworthiness, and fairness, giving them 

more opportunities to engage in voice behaviours. Additionally, ethical leaders are forthright with information and 

have high moral standards. Engelbrecht et al. (2017) found that when leaders share information and explain why 

doing the right thing is crucial, trust between them and their subordinates increases. This is accomplished by setting 

a good example and letting subordinates know that actions that make it difficult for employees to trust one another, 

such as individual rent-seeking and social undermining, are not permitted. Ethical leaders "give followers a voice" 

by calling out unethical behaviour in public and emphasising doing the right thing, according to the ethical 

leadership theory (Aboud et al., 2023). Ethical leaders cultivate a learning culture and embrace a growth mindset by 

regarding mistakes as opportunities for growth, encouraging experimentation, and fostering a psychologically 

safe environment where individuals are not afraid to take risks or make mistakes (Yeager & Dweck, 2020). 

Individuals feel supported and encouraged to experiment with new ideas without fear of being judged or punished, 

which fosters an environment conducive to learning and innovation. 

The corruption perception index (Transparency International, 2021) confirms that Nigeria, a developing 

country in sub-Saharan Africa, is beset by corruption. According to Marquette (2012, p. 15), "...people who live in 

highly corrupt countries tend to condemn corruption regardless of religion." However, they may also believe that 

their corruption is justified due to the systemic nature of the problem." Consequently, there has been a rise in the 

number of failed businesses in Nigeria, and most of them have been traced to unethical behaviour by company 

leaders and employees (Agha et al., 2017). Organisational leaders cannot shirk their responsibilities to set a moral 

example for their subordinates, as formal ethical codes and ethical training have little chance of success if leaders' 

behaviours and actions do not align with what they teach (Chanderjeet, 2018). Employees desire leaders who are 

trustworthy, credible, respectful, and fair (Agha et al., 2017). If executives are perceived to be unscrupulous and 

indifferent in their business dealings with others, their employees will likely receive the same message (Crane and 

Matten, 2014).  

 

Ethical leaders support and promote ethical principles within the organisation, serve as role models by adhering to 

ethical behaviour, and communicate these values to their subordinates (Wood et al., 2021). In such an environment, 
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employees develop trust in the organisation, demonstrating positive behavioural outcomes and promoting voice 

behaviours (Eluwole et al., 2022). According to the social learning theory, leaders who go out of their way to make 

the workplace equitable are held up as models for others to emulate (Bandura, 1977). Leaders who prioritise ethics 

set a good example for their teams and encourage their followers to share their ideas for enhancing the ethical 

climate of the workplace and its procedures and operations (Aboud et al., 2023). If leaders want their employees to 

speak up, they have an ethical obligation to provide a secure environment and encourage their followers' voices (Zhu 

et al., 2022). By exercising ethical leadership, leaders build an atmosphere where individuals feel safe, respected, 

and empowered to contribute their ideas and perspectives, fostering collaboration, innovation, and organisational 

success. 

High-Quality Interpersonal Relationships  
Psychological safety is fostered within a work environment when individuals form interpersonal 

relationships characterised by trust and mutual support (Kahn, 1990). Interpersonal relationships in work settings 

majorly influence individuals and their engagement in interpersonal social behaviours, as well as fundamental 

processes like coordination and error detection (Carmeli et al., 2008). Good interpersonal relationships foster 

perceptions of psychological safety, a key mechanism for learning behaviours such as seeking feedback because 

good interpersonal relationships reduce excessive concern about others' reactions (Edmondson, 2002). 

Organisations' Interpersonal relationships involve coordination and information exchange to enhance work 

processes and outcomes (Berscheid & Ammazzalorso, 2004). They include emotional carrying capacity, tensility, 

connectivity, positive regard, and reciprocity for long-term work partnerships (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003). Trust is a 

defining characteristic of interpersonal relationships. May et al. (2004) investigated how affective and supportive 

trust-building interpersonal relationships resulted in greater psychological safety and found a significant and positive 

correlation between interpersonal relations and psychological safety. Lewin and Regine (2000) found that in the 

workplace, members engage in learning behaviours that assist the organisation in achieving its objectives primarily 

through high-quality relationships. Carmeli et al. (2009) noted that individuals in high-quality relationships could 

express negative emotions and are more likely to speak up without fear of retribution. According to Dutton and 

Heaphy (2003), when workplace relationships provide a greater emotional carrying capacity, employees can openly 

express a range of emotions within these relationships, which enhances the likelihood of these emotions being 

understood and acknowledged by others.  

According to Carmeli et al. (2009), high-quality relationships exhibit a significant degree of tensility, 

denoting their capacity to adapt and function in the face of conflict, stress, and failures. The presence of 

psychological safety within a work environment is characterised by an increased level of interconnectivity among 

individuals, which promotes the absence of defensive reactions and enables employees to embrace new challenges 

and express their thoughts and concerns openly (Carmeli et al., 2009; Losada & Heaphy, 2004). Connectivity 

alludes to the degree of openness within a relationship towards new ideas and the ability to counteract practices that 

impede the creation of new ideas. Positive regard and mutuality facilitate high organisational learning (Carmeli et 

al., 2009), whereas the subjective experience of vitality is related to providing the necessary energy for 

organisational outcomes. Positive regard and mutuality facilitate high organisational learning (Carmeli et al., 2009), 

whereas the subjective experience of vitality is related to providing the necessary energy to organisational outcomes. 

Positive regard refers to a sense of closeness and the extent to which individuals feel known, cherished, and 

respected by others (Dutton & Heaphy, 2003; Quinn & Quinn, 2002). Mutuality strengthens employees' willingness 

to reveal errors to their leaders, and a leader's appreciation of mutuality creates a safe atmosphere for individuals 

(Dutton & Heaphy, 2003). Consequently, when there is a high level of mutuality in a relationship, there is a greater 

level of mutual empathy, which promotes psychological safety. Leaders must emphasise shared goals, the sharing of 

knowledge about work tasks, and open communication to promote mutual respect and a psychologically safe work 

climate. 

As challenges confronting organisations have become more complex and work has become more 

interdependent, it has become apparent that solutions to these concerns cannot be developed by a single individual 

(Kozlowski & Bell, 2008; Paulus & Nijstad, 2003). In high-performing firms, it is usual for coworkers to assist one 

another in doing their best work. However, in today's era of knowledge work, when successful company outcomes 

are dependent on originality and the complexity of projects, mutual help is more important than ever (Amabile et al., 

2014). Psychological safety is associated with team members' willingness to discuss information openly, share 

information, and offer input (Burke et al., 2006; Edmondson, 2004; Salas et al., 2005). To cultivate strong 

interpersonal connections, effective leadership must proactively cultivate a culture of helpfulness inside businesses, 

as such behaviour does not manifest spontaneously among team members. One illustrative instance is the IDEO 

culture characterised by collaborative help, which contributes to its status as a highly effective organisation. IDEO is 



PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY; THE PANACEA FOR ORGANISATIONAL SUCCESS IN NIGERIA 

*Corresponding Author: Rachel Konyefa Dickson
1                      

    www.aijbm.com                            71 | Page 

widely recognised globally for its groundbreaking contributions in various sectors, such as business, government, 

and healthcare. Consequently, it is frequently sought after by other companies seeking guidance on enhancing their 

innovation capacities (Amabile et al., 2014). The leaders at IDEO demonstrate their commitment to mutual help 

through their active engagement in providing and seeking help. The discovery that trustworthiness is a prerequisite 

for being ranked highly on an individual's helper list at IDEO aligns with the argument made by Edmondson (2001) 

that groups function more efficiently when their members feel safe in openly discussing mistakes and challenges 

with one another. The provision of valuable help in the workplace has been found to have a positive impact on 

individual's emotional well-being, as well as their perceptions of their team members, leaders, and the overall 

organisation, thereby enhancing individuals' intrinsic motivation and fostering an environment of psychological 

safety (Amabile et al., 2014). Nigerian society is strongly inclined towards collectivism, wherein a collaborative 

approach facilitates common ownership of resources and joint endeavours. In this context, the concept of trust 

assumes significant importance. Hence, to enhance productivity within Nigerian organisations, they must move 

away from solely depending on individual geniuses within their workforce. Instead, organisational leadership must 

diligently develop an environment of trust throughout the entire organisation (Amabile et al., 2014). This can be 

achieved by creating opportunities and spaces for individuals from diverse disciplines and functions to engage in 

informal and regular interactions. Additionally, training all organisation members on efficient approaches to 

seeking, discovering, providing, and accepting help is crucial. 

Positive Organisational Climate 
Organisational climate is employees' collective attitude towards the organisation, which is formed through 

employee interactions and influences the conduct of employees within the organisation (Burton et al., 2004; 

Manning et al., 2005). Organisational climate is policies, practises, and procedures in psychologically meaningful 

terms that are regarded as objective properties of the organisation and tend to persist for a long time (Rentsch, 1990). 

Hence, the organisational climate includes the entirety of the experiences of individual employees. According to 

Brown and Brooks (2002), an organisation's practises, procedures, and rewards determine how employees perceive 

its culture. Frazier et al. (2017) state that a positive organisational climate is the primary factor influencing a team's 

psychological safety. This environment is characterised by employees who appreciate and recognise each other's 

contributions, demonstrate concern for each other's welfare, and have the opportunity to participate in decision-

making processes related to the team's work. Leadership can create a positive organisational climate by coordinating 

relationships effectively. Gittell (2003) states that the facilitation of coordination is achieved through establishing 

high-quality communication and relationships. Effective communication is characterised by regular, prompt, and 

precise exchange of information, with a focus on resolving issues rather than resorting to blame or avoidance tactics. 

Open communication increases a person's energy, enthusiasm, and zeal for organisational success when they feel 

safe at work (Edmondson, 2002; Sherman, 2013). Psychological safety among employees is contingent upon 

establishing an environment characterised by trust within the organisational context. Trust is a concept linked to 

several important factors in organisational contexts, such as profits, innovation, organisational survival, and critical 

worker perceptions and behaviours (Shockley-Zalabak et al., 1999).  

Organisational trust refers to the optimistic beliefs that individuals hold regarding the intentions and actions 

of various members within an organisation formed based on factors such as organisational roles, relationships, past 

experiences, and interdependencies (Shockley-Zalabak et al., 2000, p. 35). Based on the principles of social 

exchange theory, it can be posited that individuals in the workforce tend to respond to the treatment they receive 

from their employing organisation by reciprocating in a manner that they believe to be equitable (Blau, 1964). 

Establishing a climate that promotes psychological safety within an organisation has been found to positively impact 

the quality of work produced and the extent of information shared among its members. This environment also 

facilitates the ability of individuals to overcome obstacles to innovation, such as the apprehension associated with 

potential failure (Edmondson, 1999, 2011; Andersson et al., 2020). This concept of trust relates to the team 

members' anticipation that the leader will be willing to acknowledge and value their viewpoints without harbouring 

any apprehension of facing retaliation or consequences from either the leader or other members (Schaubroeck et al., 

2011). Consequently, a positive correlation exists between the trust team members place in their leader and their 

corresponding levels of psychological safety. 

As a result, leaders can cultivate psychological safety within a team by establishing an appropriate climate, 

fostering the right mindsets, and promoting conducive behaviours. According to McKinsey (2021), effective leaders 

serve as catalysts by empowering and enabling other team members, including those without formal authority, to 

foster psychological safety. They achieve this by exemplifying and reinforcing the desired behaviours within the 

team. Leaders must establish a positive climate to foster a psychologically safe work environment, enhance 

employee well-being and engagement, and contribute to the overall success of organisations in Nigeria. This can be 
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achieved by promoting open communication, empowering employees, and exemplifying desired behaviours, 

particularly in light of the bureaucratic work culture in Nigeria. 

Work design  
Work design characteristics refer to the numerous elements and features that determine the structure and 

organisation of work in a particular job or environment. These characteristics affect how duties are carried out, the 

level of autonomy and decision-making authority granted to employees, and the overall work environment 

(Hackman & Oldham, 1976). The work design characteristics significantly influence individuals and teams in an 

organisation's psychological safety (Baer & Frey, 2003). Based on job characteristics theory (JCT), it can be inferred 

that work design characteristics substantially influence the psychological well-being of employees (Hackman & 

Oldham, 1976). Therefore, it is anticipated that those characteristics will influence psychological safety by 

indicating that employees can make significant decisions (autonomy) and comprehend their role demands (known as 

role clarity). Furthermore, there is a positive correlation between interdependent work and psychological safety 

since it becomes increasingly imperative for employees to depend on one another to complete their assigned tasks 

(Edmondson, 1999). There is a growing interest in employees seeking autonomy to govern their work and make 

informed, uncoerced decisions in today's workplace. Autonomy is intertwined with the development processes of 

intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2006), instilling in employees a greater sense of responsibility and accountability 

and fostering autonomy (Wang & Peverly, 1986). 

Teams with greater autonomy provide team members with the ability to independently oversee, strategise, 

delegate tasks, coordinate work schedules, make decisions about service or production, and promptly address any 

issues that may emerge. In addition, due to the high level of autonomy, team members have a sense of freedom in 

making daily decisions relating to the project without the need for external oversight (Stewart, 2006). Autonomous 

teams have been widely recognised as a crucial component of the future of work, especially with new, innovative, 

and flexible approaches to work. The rationale for dispersing learning and decision-making processes throughout 

teams is to decentralise these functions and mitigate potential bottlenecks that may impede their efficiency and 

effectiveness (Blomstrom, 2021). This approach is particularly relevant in our contemporary society, characterised 

by rapid change and technological advancements, where speed and performance are paramount. 

Furthermore, Chandrasekaran and Mishra (2012) observed a positive correlation between increasing 

autonomy in teams and an increased perception of psychological safety among team members, leading to enhanced 

team performance. From the standpoint of job design, Frazier et al. (2017) found that interdependence significantly 

impacts psychological safety, as psychological safety is more likely to develop in work environments where 

employees must rely on one another to complete their tasks. Ade-Adeniji et al. (2021) observed that Nigerian 

organisations are characterised by bureaucracy, inflexible work hours, lack of work-life balance, lack of discretion 

to schedule work, and lack of freedom to make work decisions, limiting work and dynamic engagement and 

innovation. By considering work design characteristics, promoting autonomy, feedback, and learning opportunities, 

and fostering a culture that prioritises psychological safety, organisations in Nigeria can foster an environment 

where employees feel safe taking risks, speaking up, and contributing their unique insights to their overall 

effectiveness. 

  

III. Conclusion 
Psychological safety, an emerging concept in management and organisational psychology (Edmondson, 

2019), is the bedrock of successful organisations in the 21st century's dynamic business environment. Psychological 

safety exists when employees feel they can voice ideas and concerns, seek assistance, admit mistakes, and question 

working methods and the ideas of others without fear of punishment or humiliation (Edmondson, 1999). Today's 

organisations are characterised by volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA); psychological safety 

is essential for an organisation to have a better working environment where employees can express their opinions 

and challenge the status quo. Ude (1999) observed that organisational leadership in developing nations such as 

Nigeria has difficulty comprehending the art and science of leadership, which has posed a significant obstacle to the 

development, growth, and sustainability of small-scale enterprises. Communication from employees regarding 

problems, opportunities, and concerns is essential to an organisation's performance, and leaders require information 

from lower levels to make effective decisions and respond appropriately to dynamic organisational challenges to 

achieve organisational objectives. Therefore, for organisations in Nigeria to succeed in the global business market, 

their leadership must embrace the concept of psychological safety to overcome the prevalent culture of silence in 

business organisations.  
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Consequently, organisations in Nigeria can leverage psychological safety to create an innovative and high-

performing work environment in this dynamic business environment. Therefore, organisations expediently need to 

take every affordable option(s) to weaken the weight of organisational silence in the workplace by embarking on 

ethical and inclusive leadership with the corporate ideology of help, cross-fertilisation of ideas, creativity, openness, 

and learning opportunities as a culture that projects prioritising psychological safety. Organisations should introduce 

policies on how management should receive and treat employees' opinions to reduce fear in the employees and make 

employees more engaged in organisational matters. Even when universal ideas and practises are used, cultural 

values in the larger society significantly impact organisational values. As a result, leadership must pay much 

attention to employee values, develop supportive and inclusive leadership competencies, create a positive 

organisational climate, promote high-quality relationships, and consider work design characteristics that promote 

autonomy, role clarity, and interdependence, thereby promoting psychological safety. 

 In today's exponentially changing business environment, the ability of corporate leaders to create a growth 

mindset in employees is the bedrock of innovation while ensuring that the organisational strategy, structure and 

culture are congruent. Every organisation's culture plays a significant role in whether the corporate leader can 

achieve a psychologically safe working environment, which is the hallmark of great enterprises in this 21st-century 

business environment that is dynamic, complex, ambiguous and technologically swift if an organisation can 

overcome its competitors. Though psychological safety is a new concept in Africa, the ability to imbibe it into an 

organisation's culture separates successful organisations from those struggling. This is because employees are free to 

make suggestions, try out new ideas, and put the organisation on the path of growth and success while keeping in 

mind that no leader will completely grasp their environment without the support of leaders, colleagues, and 

subordinates. Thereby agreeing with Anconda et al.'s (2007) assertion that a leader's role in contemporary society is 

not to command and control but to foster and coordinate the efforts of people across all levels of an organisation. 
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