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Abstract

United States federal agencies bear an enormous range of responsibilities in their work to serve
the American people, making personnel metrics such as job satisfaction, team performance, and
retention key considerations for agency leaders. However, in the past two decades, the U.S.
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) has consistently struggled in its personnel
management efforts. Literature primarily focused on private sector institutions has identified
psychological safety, a construct that examines the extent to which employees can report errors,
voice dissent, and take professional interpersonal risks without fear of retribution, as a
meaningful driver of improved employee outcomes. This dissertation explores the construct of
psychological safety as an interpersonal dynamic that quietly influences outcomes of interest at
DHS, a public sector institution with a high-stakes national security mission. Regression
analysis, semi-structured interviews, and exploratory factor analysis are utilized, ultimately
finding psychological safety to have universally significant, positive associations with DHS
personnel outcomes, and identifying it as a valuable workplace dynamic for consideration in
personnel management improvement efforts. These findings hold for federal personnel working
in the six largest federal agencies. More broadly, interpersonal dynamics are found to have more
significant associations with team work quality evaluations than other workplace factors.
Additional insights are discussed, including the importance of a balanced exercise of authority
among public sector leaders, the critical relationship between leadership and psychological safety
in national security institutions, and the tradeoffs managers could face in determining how to
improve specific workplace outcomes. Potential policy recommendations and research
limitations are also discussed.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

Overview

United States federal departments and agencies bear an enormous range of responsibilities in
their work to serve the American people. Among other duties, they must defend the homeland,
collect taxes, maintain diplomatic and economic relations with foreign powers, uphold the
nation’s laws, and ensure the security and dependability of food and energy supply chains. These
are neither simple nor easy tasks. Each involves a complicated and often unique collection of
challenges, requiring competent personnel, sufficient funding, and adequate logistical,
technological, and facilities support. In the absence of these key components of organizational
performance—skills and knowledge, financial resources, material provisions—agencies will
likely struggle to meet their goals.

It is easy enough to see how inattentiveness to pillars of organizational function would
negatively impact the performance of federal agencies and, consequently, the nation. Without a
fully staffed and qualified cyber workforce, America’s networks will face greater vulnerability to
attacks on institutions and critical infrastructure. In the absence of requisite funding, federal law
enforcement agencies will be less equipped to pursue key priorities for public safety. Without a
full stock of functional equipment, agencies will be more limited in the tasks they can complete.
What is more, even for agencies that are sufficiently staffed and resourced, there is never a
guarantee of operational success; not all problems of national importance are solvable, despite
the best efforts of those tasked with doing so.

Given the kinds of performance challenges the executive branch must overcome, one might
assume that addressing technical, informational, and material problems would be the fastest way
to increase chances of better performance and personnel outcomes. If United States Cyber
Command believes it faces performance issues because of a lack of technical expertise, it could
prioritize hiring more civilians with advanced degrees in computer science and mathematics. If
the Department of Agriculture is slow to respond to a disease outbreak tied to food
contamination, it could focus its efforts on improving data collection and information sharing
systems to prevent a recurrence. If the Department of Justice does not possess the funding
required to pursue egregious cases of tax fraud, it could advocate for the resources to do so.

Each of these approaches to improvement through resourcing is oftentimes sensible and even
necessary. But placing exclusive focus on skills, information, and funding overlooks a vitally
importance facet of work that is not as immediately apparent in institutions: the interpersonal
environment in which tasks are carried out and problems are solved. It is an unavoidable fact of



work in team settings—which describes the employment conditions of most federal workers—
that tasks undertaken cannot be separated from the groups of people performing them.

Ultimately, a failure to account for the relational factors that impact team performance and
personnel management issues will bear on organizational outcomes including work quality and
retention. A team of well-funded technical experts might be expected to perform well, but if they
do not get along, are led ineffectively, or are discouraged from deliberating openly, success is
hardly a guarantee. It is this aspect of organizational function that could serve as a meaningful
and potentially cost-effective leverage point for improved personnel management in federal
agencies. While some government reports focus on a blend of material issues such as
compensation and more relational issues such as professional development opportunities and
supervision practices, interpersonal dynamics themselves are rarely the subject of direct
assessment (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2020).

In this dissertation, I argue that efforts to cultivate the specific interpersonal dynamic of
psychological safety could improve job satisfaction, employee retention intentions, and team
work quality in federal workplace. To that end, I focus on the U.S. Department of Homeland
Security (DHS). In an organization with a high-stakes national security mission, the ability of
personnel to openly deliberate policy and operational choices, quickly report and resolve
mistakes, and innovate to address new challenges is critical. But engaging in such interpersonal
risk-taking first requires a belief that colleagues and organizational leaders will tolerate, rather
than punish, appropriate risk-taking behavior. Psychological safety is the core of this belief, and
it serves as a bridge to the kind of confident interpersonal risk-taking that generates optimal
personnel and organizational outcomes.

To support this argument, I offer two original, introductory quantitative assessments of
associations between psychological safety and key personnel outcomes in the six “Very Large”
federal agencies of the executive branch, including DHS.! I also develop novel theoretical
grounding for psychological safety modeling in federal workforce contexts through four
exploratory interviews with DHS personnel.

Psychological phenomena in organizations are difficult to measure, especially relative to more
concrete metrics such as dollars of funding. It is, after all, a reasonably straightforward task to
determine the financial health of an organization. Is the organization covering its expenses?
Seeing revenue growth? Facing insurmountable losses? It is not as straightforward to measure
the extent to which individuals think and feel they can openly discuss policy disagreements,
report errors they have made in their work, take innovative risks, or admit a lack of requisite
professional knowledge without fear of retribution from colleagues or superiors. Nevertheless, |
argue that such an assessment of psychological safety is possible, valuable, and even necessary.

! “Very Large” federal agencies are defined as those with more than 75,000 employees.
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The case for such an assessment is strengthened by the existence of a host of management
challenges DHS has navigated across its 20+ year history. They include struggles to meet
recruiting goals and subsequent performance impacts, low employee engagement scores, and
persistent morale problems (U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2017; U.S. Government
Accountability Office, 2012; U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2020). In other words,
while harder to measure than costs or cost savings, interpersonal dynamics are almost certainly a
piece of the DHS management puzzle—perhaps even a central piece—and should not be
overlooked by researchers and government officials.

Purpose and Outline

The purpose of this dissertation is to explore the concept of psychological safety as it pertains to
DHS personnel outcome metrics. Ultimately, the study aims to provide context and grounding
for how psychological safety is properly understood as an active force in the work experiences of
public sector employees. The central way I approach the concept is through exploration of
psychological safety’s associations with three outcomes organizational managers might be
concerned with: employee job satisfaction, retention intentions, and the quality of work that
teams carry out, as evaluated by personnel.

To serve this larger purpose, the dissertation addresses four primary research questions. They are:

1. What is the climate of psychological safety in the Department of Homeland Security, and
does it meaningfully differ from that climate in other Very Large federal agencies?
2. To what extent is the presence or absence of psychological safety, among other relevant
organizational variables, associated with key DHS personnel metrics?
3. What kinds of DHS policies and procedures surround interpersonal issues such as
disagreements, error reporting, and creativity?
4. What are the main barriers to psychological safety in the DHS context?
These research questions are exploratory in nature. Existing research that focuses on the private
sector suggests that psychological safety could have meaningful associations with federal
personnel outcomes; assessment of this study’s research questions will shed new light on how

this construct can be understood in the DHS context.

The research questions are evaluated across seven subsequent chapters. Chapter 2 is a literature
review that explores the ways in which psychological safety has been studied, both in terms of its
connections to meaningful outcomes and the methods used to draw those connections. Chapter 3
highlights relevant prior research approaches to psychological safety, personnel management,
and federal workforce issues. Chapter 4 outlines this study’s approach and methods and describes
the associated research design (including quantitative and qualitative methods), data sources, and
additional considerations associated. Chapter 5 introduces a model for assessing psychological
safety’s associations with key personnel outcomes, utilizing a series of scales representing
relevant workplace factors, derived from publicly available federal workforce survey data.
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Chapter 6 adds narrative context and theoretical grounding to my approach, describing the
findings of four exploratory, semi-structured interviews with DHS personnel. Chapter 7 refines
the initial model for a second quantitative analysis and presents an exploratory factor analysis of
the scales constructed in the initial model, both motivated by interviewee responses. Chapter 8
summarizes findings, highlighting major themes, noting limitations, and offering potential policy
recommendations and areas for future research.

Fundamentally, this study is premised on the idea that federal workplaces are relational
environments, not just informational or technical ones, making the development of proper
understanding of how interpersonal dynamics impact personnel outcomes an essential research
objective (Thompson, 2024, p. 3). Through review of existing literature, and the evaluation and
synthesis of both quantitative and qualitative data, the following chapters pursue that objective.



Chapter 2. Literature Review

Introduction

This literature review addresses several related topics to place the study in appropriate context
and connect relevant concepts. The first topic is interpersonal dynamics in the workplace, both
broadly understood and viewed through the lens of psychological safety. Next, it is important to
understand key aspects of how work teams function, including the role of interpersonal dynamics
as underlying drivers of team success or failure. Third, this literature review explores scholarly
approaches to organizational planning and personnel performance measurement in public sector
organizations. The fourth topic concerns specific elements of DHS’s history and personnel
management challenges that make the Department an entity worthy of more granular study, as
well as an organization with significant opportunity for interpersonal improvement. Finally, this
chapter will examine aspects of public sector workplaces on which the climate of psychological
safety ultimately rests—including the priorities elected leaders and their constituents, as well as
individual leaders’ views on the appropriate exercise of authority—but that are commonly set
aside in academic literature addressing psychological safety.

Interpersonal Dynamics in the Workplace

Modern management scholarship broadly affirms the principle that success at work is not only
derived from funding, equipment, and expertise. Effective performance is also a product of the
relational environment in which employees find themselves, given the range of tasks that depend
on human interaction.

Literature clearly suggests there is value in understanding multiple interpersonal dynamics in an
organization—between managers and subordinates, for instance, or among peers. Take trust,
which has been defined in similar ways by scholars across a number of studies, including as “an
individual’s willingness to accept vulnerability based upon positive expectations of the intentions
or behavior of another,” and as “the willingness to be vulnerable to the actions of others” (Frazier
etal., 2017, p. 116; Rousseau et al., 1998, p. 395). It is positively viewed across a range of
management studies. In one analysis of more than 100 studies that examined the performance of
work teams, scholars found a significant, positive, relationship between trust and team
performance (de Jong, Dirks, and Gillespie, 2016). When individuals in work teams trust one
another, cooperation improves, in furthering achievement of organizational goals and value
creation (Mach, Dolan, and Tzafrir, 2010). Researchers have noted that trust is conceptualized at
multiple levels of analysis, both individual and team (i.e. interpersonal trust between two
individuals and a broader sense of trust in a team), but “to a great extent, scholars have assumed
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that team trust is an isomorphic [dyadic] construct to interpersonal trust” (Costa, Fulmer, and
Anderson, 2018, p. 171). Some debate does exist, though, whether the impact of trust is direct, or
if it indirectly improves performance by enhancing other important components of team
performance (Costa, Roe, and Taillieu, 2001; Dirks, 1999).

In addition to trust, leadership conduct represents another powerful interpersonal dynamic that
has a documented, significant impact on organizational performance and personnel outcomes.
For example, inclusive leadership, a specific leadership construct of “leader behaviors such as
listening attentively and encouraging multiple points of view,” is described as “leadership that
reinforces learning” and is associated with improved organizational learning outcomes (Garvin,
Edmondson, and Gino, 2008 in Higgins et al., 2012, p. 71). It places an emphasis on clearly
communicating that every team member’s voice is valued, is shown to be a facilitator of
employee participation in creative? work (Carmeli, Reiter-Palmon, and Ziv, 2010). Related work
finds employees are also likelier to share critical information with one another when their leaders
take steps to elicit viewpoints and expertise from team members and facilitate opportunities for
team members to share openly with one another (Lee et al., 2010).

A separate but related leadership style is referred to as transformational leadership.
Transformational leaders “are attuned to individuals, create a shared vision, act as role models,
and encourage followers to go beyond their current needs and expectations and realize their
creative potential,” deliberately creating work environments in which there is “feedback
exchange, critical reviews, expression of dissatisfaction, and suggestions to improve the current
situation” (Carmeli et al., 2014, pp. 129-130). In fact, the simple act of leaders listening to
subordinates can facilitate increases in their creativity in job performance (Castro et al., 2018).
Additional work finds that transformational leadership is associated with a meaningful
improvement in a team’s communication and creativity (Boies, Fiset, and Gill, 2015). Another
documented leadership construct is a servant style, with superiors placing the needs of
subordinates above their own; it has been found to increase the willingness of employees to
voice new or unpopular ideas, and to seek corrective feedback (Chughtai, 2016).

Aspects of leadership styles described above are not always an unalloyed good. For instance,
leaders who exhibit humility are often able to foster greater employee engagement among their
subordinates, getting the “full utilization” of everyone’s “physical, cognitive, and emotional
resources” (Walters and Diab, 2016, p. 10). But while there may be practical value in paying
attention to the views and concerns of subordinates, an excess of humility without decisiveness
may actually negatively impact a workplace’s relational environment. Scholars argue some teams

2 NOTE: Creativity is understood here as the generation of ideas and products that are both novel and useful to an
organization, a concept introduced similarly in prior work by Tierney, Farmer, and Graen. See Pamela Tierney,
Steven M. Farmer, and George B. Graen, “An Examination of Leadership and Employee Creativity: The Relevance
of Traits and Relationships,” Personnel Psychology, Vol. 52, No. 3, 1999, pp. 591-620.
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expect their leader to take charge and act authoritatively, and that for these kinds of teams, leader
humility is negatively associated with an organization’s interpersonal climate (Hu et al., 2018).
This kind of finding indicates the effect of leader traits and behaviors are context-dependent,
rather than uniformly good in all situations, or vice versa.

Management research addressing just two phenomena—trust and leadership—clearly indicates
the quality of work performed by organizations is not exclusively dictated by technical ability
and funding. One cannot ignore a slew of research findings that aspects of an organization’s
interpersonal environment, including trust within teams and how leaders engage with
subordinates, impact overall function (Costa, Roe, and Taillieu, 2001; Dirks, 1999; Carmeli et
al., 2014). So, this paper examines an interpersonal dynamic that has been found to be
meaningfully associated with desired organizational outcomes, though findings are largely drawn
from private sector contexts.

Psychological Safety

Psychological safety is related to trust and leadership styles, which themselves represent key
relational workplace dynamics. The connections between these phenomena include aspects of
interpersonal risk-taking and behaviors among colleagues in the workplace that improve
performance and organizational outcomes. These connections will be discussed in greater detail
at the end of this section to clarify how psychological safety is a similar—but distinct—
interpersonal dynamic.

Psychological safety has received growing interest from researchers over the past 25 years. To
elaborate on the construct under consideration, it is helpful to begin with a full description of
how psychological safety has been defined, how it has been explored in management research,
and the contexts in which it has been examined, especially as it pertains to personnel outcomes.

First, what is psychological safety? The formal term was popularized by Amy Edmondson in her
landmark 1999 paper on the topic, establishing the construct of team psychological safety as “a
shared belief that the team is safe for interpersonal risk taking” (p. 354). As Edmondson
observed, psychological safety “involves but goes beyond interpersonal trust; it describes a team
climate characterized by interpersonal trust and mutual respect in which people are comfortable
being themselves” (1999, p. 354). Early conceptions of this construct are often credited to the
work conducted by Schein and Bennis on organizational change, published in 1965.
Edmondson’s work provided empirical evidence associating psychological safety’s presence with
team learning behavior, and its absence with decreased willingness to seek help or question team
goals “for fear of sanction by management” (1999, p. 375). One of Edmondson’s central findings
is: “people's beliefs about how others will respond if they engage in behavior for which the
outcome is uncertain affects their willingness to take interpersonal risks” (1999, p. 376).



Feeling psychologically safe in the workplace “may decrease barriers to engagement and allow
individuals to freely exercise agency” (Wanless, 2016, p. 6). As Edmonson and colleagues have
found in subsequent research, it is consistently associated with both team learning and
performance (Edmondson and Lei, 2014). For instance, employees in hospital nursing units were
likelier to take on behaviors that reduced operational failures when they felt psychologically safe,
but a keen sense of responsibility for failures was “negatively associated with frontline
improvement” (Tucker, Nembhard, and Edmondson, 2007 in Edmondson and Lei, 2014, p. 31).
This is in part because when individuals feel psychologically safe, they “focus on collective
goals and problem prevention rather than on self-protection” (Edmondson and Lei, 2014, p. 25).

It is important to note the localized (i.e., team- rather than organization-wide) nature of
psychological safety, which can vary between groups in the same institution. Within individual
teams, Edmondson and others have found a “surprising level of generalizability of the research
findings” (Edmondson and Lei, 2014, p. 36). Additionally, psychological safety is a unique
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construct insofar as it specifically refers to individuals’ “perceptions of the broader social and
work environment, and how people perceive that others in the workplace will respond to risk-

taking behaviors” (Frazier et al., 2017, p. 116).

A second foundational article in psychological safety research, published before Edmondson’s
paper, comes from William Kahn, whose 1990 study on engagement at work explored the
concept of psychological safety. Kahn initially defined psychological safety as feeling “able to
show and employ one's self without fear of negative consequences to self-image, status or
career” (1990, p. 708). His paper was one of the first to discuss psychological safety in discrete
terms, with a characterization that individuals had to trust they would not suffer for personal
engagement. Kahn found four factors most directly impacted psychological safety: interpersonal
relationships, group and intergroup dynamics, management style and process, and organizational
norms (1990). Other scholars also explicitly addressed this topic before Edmondson, including
Steven P. Brown and Thomas W. Leigh, who in their work on psychological climates in
organizations adopted Kahn’s definition of psychological safety (1996, p. 360).

In addition to individual studies, researchers have approached psychological safety from a
systematic perspective, reviewing both quantitative and qualitative studies, broadly confirming
the early findings of Edmondson and now many others (Newman, Donohue, and Eva, 2017).
They also note that qualitative studies of psychological safety have been primarily utilized to
provide explanations regarding how psychological safety emerges in teams and shapes
performance in work settings (Newman, Donohue, and Eva, 2017, p. 523). Furthermore,
qualitative studies can serve as “a basis from which to guide quantitative work,” which in many
cases provides measurements of psychological safety within teams and draws associations to
outcomes of interest, including job satisfaction and team performance (Newman, Donohue, and
Eva, 2017, p. 523).



I now provide a brief analysis of how psychological safety is distinct from relevant constructs
containing interpersonal dimensions with which it is connected, namely trust and leadership
styles. Scholars have consistently found a distinction between psychological safety and trust, for
instance, where the former focuses on how group norms concerning responses to risk-taking are
perceived by individuals, and the latter is more dyadic in nature (Newman, Donohue, and Eva,
2017, p. 522).

In my analysis, literature described thus far suggests that psychological safety is better measured
by an answer to the question, “To what extent will I face social or professional consequences if |
take a risk such as disagreeing with someone or testing a new idea in the workplace?” Trust,
though, is better measured by an answer to the question, “How comfortable would I be leaving
the success of this task in the hands of my colleague?” The constructs are meaningfully linked by
the concept of risk, but the #ype of risk is different. Trust requires individuals to relinquish some
degree of control over a task. Psychological safety, on the other hand, involves risk-taking
combined with the possibility of sanction in some form; there is a unique element of
considerations of power, especially to punish, associated with the construct. As a result, trust
literature highlights the critical role of interpersonal risk in the workplace, serving as a
valuable—but only complementary—construct.

Similarly, while literature on leadership styles involves interpersonal dynamics, I assess that it
does not capture the full scope of the psychological safety construct. This scholarship addresses
the behaviors of leaders and impacts on organizational performance, but it does not speak
directly to employee perceptions of team norms regarding risk-taking. How leaders exercise
authority is a question highly relevant to an understanding of psychological safety and, as
described later in the chapter, can facilitate its development. As a result, leadership is a critical,
but also complementary, consideration in assessments of psychological safety.

Psychological Safety in Work Organizations

In the context of work organizations, psychological safety plays a practical role in shaping
environments for employees and driving outcomes. For example, in high stakes fields such as
health care, psychological safety is viewed as a critical factor in the ability of teams to identify
and reduce errors in medical procedures (Edmondson et al., 2016). Perceptions of norms are also
relevant. Some scholars have theorized that how much a team member believes he or she is
expected to report errors plays a role in determining how frequently individuals report their
mistakes in the medical field (Naveh and Katz-Navon, 2014). This phenomenon holds in many
environments. When medical students feel less knowledgeable about a certain topic, their
response is often to focus on presenting an image of competence, as opposed to admitting a lack
of understanding and seeking to learn new material; psychological safety facilitates an
environment in which students feel confident asking questions and seeking answers (Tsuei et al.,
2019). A similar phenomenon is found in medical operating environments. For example, when
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medical team leaders emphasize the prioritization of safety and provide for a psychologically
safe environment for subordinates, individuals are better able to focus on safe practices while
feeling able to report mistakes in a timely fashion (Leroy et al., 2012). Psychological safety also
positively impacts the creative performance of medical teams, meaning that greater willingness
to share knowledge, derived from a culture of openness, leads to better performance (Kessel,
Kratzer, and Schultz, 2012). Additionally, it is a medium through which social capital can
encourage the development of the kinds of learning behaviors that aid organizations in the face
of failure (Carmeli, 2007). Indeed, high-quality personal relationships are found to be directly
related to learning behaviors in the workplace—the behaviors that allow for growth,
improvement, and innovation in the wake of shortcomings (Carmeli, Brueller, and Dutton, 2009).

At a systematic level, researchers have identified key enablers of psychological safety for
healthcare teams. For instance, because those with higher status in a team often feel more secure
than those with lower status, inclusive leadership behaviors that encourage low-status team
members to voice their opinions and insights facilitate psychological safety (O’Donovan and
McAuliffe, 2020a). Concern with the impact of organizational hierarchy on psychological safety
is further documented in work showing that, while junior team members in healthcare teams
often feel comfortable asking superiors for help or advice, they are reticent to address questions
or concerns that “could be deemed as challenging or confrontational” (O’Donovan and
McAuliffe, 2020b, p. 13). Such findings are consistent with work suggesting that intention to
report adverse events that harm patient safety is positively associated with psychological safety
(Appelbaum et al., 2016). These issues comprise one reason why norm-setting through
leadership impacts organizational outcomes. Specific leadership styles, such as change-oriented
leadership (which “focuses on leading major innovative improvements and adaptation to external
changes”), are positively associated with team learning behavior—a hallmark downstream effect
of psychological safety (Ortega et al., 2014, p. 312). Furthermore, in a number of medical fields,
such as surgery, there is a heightened risk of burnout given the significant stress involved in
conducting high-stakes procedures; physicians acknowledge that stress could be decreased by
increasing focus on psychological safety among surgical teams (Swendiman, Edmondson, and
Mahmoud, 2019).

Psychological safety has relevance across a range of professional fields. Construction work is
inherently imbued with accident risks, heightening the value of psychological safety (Shen et al.,
2015). Research and development organizations, including firms demanding both quick and
efficient product advances, see benefits in turnover reduction and performance improvement
when psychological safety is present (Chandrasekaran and Mishra, 2012). Reducing burnout and
increasing group identity through psychological safety can also occur in the world of sport; the
creation of a shared sense of group identity (an “us” as opposed to an “I”’) can result in more
“unified behaviour of the team members” and athletes feeling less burnout in the course of
athletic activities (Fransen, McEwan, and Sarkar, p. 1).
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Popular literature also suggests that psychological safety plays an important role in teams
performing high-stakes operations, such as those in national security roles. In a notable
interview, retired Admiral William McRaven observed that, “bad news does not get better with
time,” making the need to report errors and thoroughly evaluate operational options absolutely
critical (Grant, 2021). For organizations such as the military engaged in tasks that impact not just
a business’ bottom line but people’s lives, psychological safety is vital. It allows team members
to speak freely and to openly evaluate the best path forward when assessing strategies, planning
operations, and responding to threats.

Other popular publications indicate psychological safety has practical applications of clear
importance to managers. When determining whether to speak up or report an error, employees
work through a personal cost-benefit analysis: is the anticipated individual cost of saying
something true but unpopular outweighed by the individual and team benefits—which are not
assured—of speaking up (Hadley, Mortensen, and Edmondson, 2023)? In many cases, the
answer for individual employees is no, which leads to more errors and a less robust evaluation
process for an organization’s challenges. Psychological safety, however, can tip the balance of
that analysis toward speaking up, leading to improved outcomes (Hadley, Mortensen, and
Edmondson, 2023).

Furthermore, psychological safety is a mechanism leaders can use to bring individuals together
in pursuit of shared goals. While teams with a broad range of backgrounds, life experiences, and
perspectives can possess unique advantages, management scholars still note that, “diverse teams
often underperform relative to homogeneous teams” (Bresman and Edmondson, 2022). By
establishing a climate of psychological safety, leaders can elicit contributions from each team
member more effectively, ultimately realizing the benefits to goal achievement that come from
full utilization of team member backgrounds and perspectives (Bresman and Edmondson, 2022).
More formal academic work affirms the view that effective performance and communication
across teams with a broad range of backgrounds can be significantly improved by psychological
safety’s instantiation (Edmondson and Roloff, 2009).

Psychological Safety Antecedents

Given psychological safety’s positive effects, a relevant question for scholars and practitioners
alike is how it can be fostered. Leadership is one commonly studied approach. For instance, a
host of leadership styles, such as inclusive leadership and a change-oriented leadership, are
positively related to psychological safety (Aranzamendez, James, and Toms, 2015). Similar
research in the world of sport suggests that the perceived quality of leaders ultimately contributes
to psychological safety and, in turn, effective teamwork and improved health and well-being for
athletes (McEwan, Fransen, and Sarkar, 2019). Others argue that while leadership styles affect
psychological safety, other considerations such as coworker relationships or individual
differences should also be viewed as important building blocks for psychological safety (Ming et
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al., 2015). Additional work on antecedents finds that high-quality interpersonal relationships,
defined by a capacity to withstand strain, carry positive and negative emotions, and tolerate new
ideas, are positively associated with psychological safety (Lee et al., 2020). Likewise, a strong
sense of social support within an organization contributes to a felt sense of psychological safety,
which subsequently is found to enable individuals to become more embedded in organizations,
contributing to retention and the formation of social capital within the organization (Singh,
Shaffer, and Selvarajan, 2018). Findings regarding strong interpersonal relationships and support
from leaders are mirrored in work that centers on employee engagement, how it can be facilitated
by psychological safety, and how it is predictive of a host of positive behavioral characteristics in
the workplace (Rich, Lepine, and Crawford, 2010).

This research exploring roles that specific leader behaviors and colleague relationships play in
fostering psychological safety affirms that there are strong connections between these similar but
distinct constructs. In this author’s view, subcomponents of psychological safety include a power
dynamic and confidence that peers will respond positively to interpersonal risk-taking; moreover,
I postulate that these subcomponents of psychological safety are clearly connected to how
leaders exercise authority and the general sense of confidence individuals feel regarding their
standing among colleagues. In other words, leadership behaviors are essential to consider in an
examination of psychological safety because they are an expression of how leaders
operationalize the authority they are given within an organization—including the authority to
sanction subordinates. Colleague relationships are similarly essential to consider because it is
within the context of those relationships that risk-taking or risk-avoiding team norms are
established and maintained. Both leadership and trust, then, offer critically important, though not
comprehensive, perspectives on facets of psychological safety. This makes them vital to consider
in an assessment of psychological safety in an organization that conducts high-stakes work, is
team-driven, and is managed by the hierarchical leadership of a government agency.

Work in Teams

Beyond specific types of work teams, the function of psychological safety in improving team
performance more broadly is a common subject of study. For instance, organizational
improvement is found to be a function of attention paid to the interpersonal climate, with change
measures that incorporate psychological safety considerations achieving greater firm goal
achievement (Baer and Frese, 2003). As an important caveat, feelings of psychological safety are
mediated by the confidence individuals have in their professional knowledge, meaning that
efforts to improve interpersonal climate would likely impact individual team members in a non-
uniform way (Siemsen et al., 2009).

A central element of psychological safety with respect to work in teams is its impact on team
learning behaviors. Work teams that learn and grow by experimenting, testing assumptions, and
seeking feedback often see performance improvements, making learning behaviors highly
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relevant (Edmondson, 1999). Psychological safety is a key driver of learning behaviors, and
when team leaders are inclusive and encourage feedback and input from subordinates, feelings of
psychological safety among team members tend to strengthen (Hirak et al., 2012). For managers,
there are important implications. Take research and development (R&D) team mangers, for
instance. Scholars argue that managers of R&D teams “need to foster and cultivate a work
environment with healthy interactions, shared goals and codes, and nurture mutual trust in teams
that facilitates psychological safety and [Learning From Mistakes],” particularly because
psychological safety and the capacity to learn from errors are positively associated with team
innovation and performance (Gu, Wang, and Wang, 2013, p. 99). Because psychological safety
is not a static phenomenon and can be built up over time, managers can “work to create practices
such as shared goals, shared knowledge, and mutual respect, job freedom, and autonomy
(HPWSs) [High Performing Work Systems] to foster psychological safety” (Agarwal and
Farndale, 2017, p. 452).

In addition to learning from mistakes, psychological safety is a critical mediator for conflicts that
inevitably arise among teams debating ideas and product development decisions. A high degree
of psychological safety in a team can actually leverage conflict for improved team performance
because it can be appropriately channeled and addressed (Bradley et al., 2012). The length of
time an individual has been with an organizational team can also improve performance, but this
is specifically found to happen in a curvilinear fashion, and when a team climate of
psychological safety is healthy (Koopmann et al., 2016).

Psychological safety is a key mediator for other facets of organizational life that can indirectly
influence team performance. Work environments that allow for some form of grace in the face of
errors or disagreements are often viewed as being more conducive to effective team performance
(Edmondson and Mogelof, 2005). The same goes for speaking up in organizations when
individuals disagree with prevailing consensus. Individual willingness to voice opinions is often
dependent on contextual factors, which is why a focus on psychological safety is valuable for
promoting open, goal-oriented discussion (Li et al., 2014). A similar finding involves
psychological safety and seeking advice from colleagues, with positive perceptions of the former
being positively associated with frequency of the latter (Schulte, Cohen, and Klein, 2012). Given
these findings, one could argue that psychological safety has special importance in organizations
that conduct high-stakes operations, or where decisions are consistently made in contexts of
uncertainty—including organizations focused on national security.

Attachment and Belonging in Work Environments

Adjacent to work on psychological safety is the study of how attachment and belonging shape
work environments for individuals and contribute to the success or failure of teams.

Psychologists argue, “human beings are fundamentally and pervasively motivated by a need to
belong,” especially given the many “links between the need to belong and cognitive processes,
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emotional patterns, behavioral responses, and health and well-being” (Baumeister and Leary,
1995, p. 522). To that end, scholars note that “relational work practices” can help managers
enhance reliability and performance, both of which are critical elements of fields such as
medicine and aviation that need to “achieve customer safety and...basic day-to-day operational
effectiveness” (Carmeli and Gittell, 2009, p. 723).

For decades, psychologists have studied attachment theory, which postulates that even from
infancy, individuals seek a sense of safety and proximity to others who can help regulate their
distress; evidence suggests the effects of these early experiences of safety and security, which
promote an ability to confidently explore the world and engage with others, can carry into
adulthood (Mikulincer, Shaver, and Pereg, 2003; Bretherton, 1985; Pasco Fearon and Roisman,
2017). Some scholars find positive associations between more secure attachment (i.e., feeling
safe enough to explore, engage with others, take risks) in individuals and performance in the
workplace (Harms, 2011). Others fail to find a link, but in such cases, the performance outcomes
measured typically do not include an interpersonal component (Harms, 2011). Broader analyses
find positive links between secure attachments in the workplace and organizational benefits. For
example, when individuals think and feel their colleagues and supervisors promote strong
relationships, increased organizational loyalty, proactive behaviors, and the reduction of negative
behaviors tend to follow (Luke, Carnelley, and Sedikides, 2020). Organizational commitment is
shaped by individual differences in attachment styles. Adults with secure attachment styles
exhibit greater commitment to an organization, while adults who are avoidant or preoccupied
have lower levels of organizational commitment (Scrima et al., 2015). Similarly, literature notes
that dispositional traits can play a critical role in mediating interpersonal relationships in a work
setting, where individuals who demonstrate a high degree of secure attachment are likelier to ask
others for help (Frazier et al., 2015). Simply stated, individual attachment styles will likely
impact the extent to which employees feel comfortable and confident among colleagues.

This is an important caveat to keep in mind when seeking to understand perceptions of
psychological safety, which may vary due to relevant individual differences. Still, the impact of
interpersonal dynamics on individual and team performance should not be overlooked; studies
clearly show that when individuals feel ostracized in the workplace, performance is hindered (Li,
Mao, and Xu, 2019). Reviews of literature find these interpersonal issues to be “fundamental to
the development of social capital and the success of organizations,” with attachment theory
specifically providing “an important lens into how feelings of felt security can result in
autonomous motivation and creative problem solving” (Yip et al., 2018, p. 195). Moreover, in
the workplace, employees who struggle with attachment anxiety express a greater desire for
leaders who engage in a more relational way (Boatwright et al., 2010).

Public sector organizations are not only, or even primarily, concerned with interpersonal
environments, of course. They also place significant focus on funding considerations, personnel
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qualifications, other material needs, and—most importantly—how to achieve their primary
objectives.

Public Sector Planning

Organizations in the public sector, much like their private sector counterparts, frequently concern
themselves with questions of how to drive success and achieve goals more effectively. Planning
for that success and goal achievement is therefore a paramount task, given demonstrated benefits
associated with strategic planning. These include problem solving, performance improvements,
and increases in expertise and teamwork within an organization (Bryson, 1988).

While resource management and cost-effectiveness are involved in public sector considerations,
the issue of profitability is often not at the center of public sector strategic planning. A key
component of public sector planning beyond initial determination of mandates and organizational
mission and values is an assessment of the internal environment (Bryson, 1988). The concept of
environmental scanning is found in literature on public planning, given the importance of
understanding an organization’s position in society (Kaufman and Jacobs, 1987). It does not
incorporate an explicitly relational perspective, but it does suggest that success is derived from
an awareness of operating context, which arguably includes the relational environment (Kaufman
and Jacobs, 1987). Some scholars argue the success of long-range planning is driven more by the
organizational culture in which the planning is done, rather than the specific planning techniques
utilized (Cleland and King, 1974). Ultimately, relational environments receive relatively little
attention, but there is increased focus on more intentionally linking organizational strategy to
performance management (Poister, 2010).

The study of public sector strategic planning has developed some key themes. Constraints on
goals and vision are viewed as essential; trying to improve too many components of
organizational life reduces focus on achieving central goals, watering down what should be a
concentrated effort (Goldman and Salem, 2015). Furthermore, planning in the public sector is not
always seen as a strategy for problem solving, but rather as a means for continuous assessment of
the organization’s operating environment, thereby allowing an enduring organization to navigate
existing challenges more effectively (Strauch, 1981). For example, strategic planning for the Air
Force emphasizes narrowing down to a core strategy, and the process improvement value of
continuous planning efforts (Mazarr et al., 2017). Still, as various components of the armed
forces look to improve in areas such as growth of an officer corps (such as Army Reserve Officer
Training Corps), a specific set of metrics should be defined against which change efforts could
be weighed (Lim et al., 2017). The value of metrics highlights the need for broader
organizational planning, as well as for the identification of more granular public sector goals or
targets. Included in such a notion is the argument that defining the business one’s organization is
actually in is another key component of planning (Bracken, 1990). To be effective, organizations
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must have a clear sense of what their primary tasks are—a central argument raised by the social
scientist James Q. Wilson in his treatment of public sector bureaucracies (1989).

There is a sizeable amount of planning literature regarding private firms, though it is not
uniform. Some researchers find strategic planning helps small and medium-sized firms lower
barriers to implementing productive organizational changes (O’Regan and Ghobadian, 2002).
Others argue that for smaller private firms, strategic planning is less important, conveying
minimal benefit relative to other small organizations that do not engage in a formal planning
process (Robinson, Jr. and Pearce II, 1983). Still others note that one of planning’s greatest
contributions to organizational performance is not that it perfectly maps a long-term path to
success, but rather that it forces the designation of challenges, goals, and constraints, clarifying
existing tasks for leaders and subordinates (King and Cleland, 1977). The task of rigorous
evaluation of strategy, plans, resources, goals, and constraints is a clarifying exercise that focuses
effort and attention. Planning literature does seem to coalesce around the idea that sow planning
is done can shape the kind of change that occurs within an organization. For example,
researchers argue that objective goals and the values and traits of organizational leaders can
shape the outcomes of organizational improvement efforts (Dutton and Duncan, 1987).

In sum, strategic planning is viewed in literature as a vehicle for driving specific change, as well
as for improving general processes within an organization. Also notable in the literature
described above is the value found in setting particular targets, as well in appreciating the
environment in which an organization is operating. These are evaluations in which psychological
safety considerations could be incorporated, specifically with respect to how a public sector
organization considers possible management reforms. Indeed, given that the very process of
planning aids organizational function, it stands to reason that a more effective approach to
planning in personnel management, facilitated by a better understanding of psychological safety,
could improve organizational outcomes.

Barriers to Effective Public Sector Planning

Understanding performance in the public sector requires a view not just of what aids in the
accomplishment of organizational goals but also what detracts from their pursuit. Early literature
on planning suggests that many obstacles could frustrate organizational improvement efforts.
These range from lack of management commitment, to staff control, to entrenched interests
(Marx, 1991). Additional obstacles to planning include poorly defined individual responsibilities,
a lack of planning expertise, and a belief that planning is unnecessary (Harris, 2000). Poor
coordination also prevents effective planning and implementation (Radomska, 2014). Finally,
managers could simply be averse to process changes, such as when adjustments are necessary to
bring on and maintain new talent, ultimately limiting innovation and production (Tafti,
Mahmoudsalehi, and Amiri, 2017).
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Planning obstacles reinforce each other, creating even more difficult conditions for organizations
seeking to prepare for changes in processes or objectives (Candido and Santos, 2019). The kind
of approach an organization takes to planning can further impact the success of change efforts. If
improvement efforts are viewed as a merely perfunctory exercise rather than a genuine
consensus-building effort, different sets of outcomes—some of them negative—often follow
(Bunting, 1992). On the other hand, organizations that communicate effectively, secure
management buy-in, and share the right information are far likelier to see success during change
and implementation initiatives (Al-Ghamdi, 1998). Some argue that goal setting and achievement
should be the metric of success when working to improve an organization; others find that
positively improving process—rather than measuring static goals—makes for more successful
change in an organization (Dyson and Foster, 1980). Lending itself to such a claim, studies
indicate that participation in planning processes ultimately increases effectiveness for public
sector organizations, specifically in terms of how they adjudicate resource use and the extent to
which they ensure plans and analyses are prioritized in strategic planning (Dyson and Foster,
1982). One could easily conclude, given these findings, that there is a clear application for
psychological safety in deliberative processes, which could be stifled if open communication is
discouraged.

Measuring Public Sector Performance and Effectiveness

Beyond organizational planning, public sector leaders seeking to improve organizational
outcomes must determine #ow performance and effectiveness should be measured. For example,
is public sector performance a matter of cost per task completed? Tasks completed, regardless of
cost? Can effectiveness be measured as a discreet number of services provided or customers
served each day? Exploring this topic helps identify the connection between organizational
planning and metrics determining whether key organizational outcomes, such as improvements
to personnel management or a climate of psychological safety, have been achieved

In government contexts specifically, organizations typically refer to both measures of
performance and measures of effectiveness. The former tends to ask how well individuals
perform assigned tasks that support broader organizational goals, while the latter tends to ask if a
particular set of tasks or actions produce ultimately desired outcomes (Couretas, 2022).

Whereas the private sector has clearer performance and effectiveness metrics—individual tasks
and broader organizational efforts that lead to financial profit—what qualifies as success in the
public sector is a far more contested topic. In the federal government, two competing political
parties may have diametrically opposed goals. Even among political allies, agreement about what
should be pursued, or what constitutes a positive outcome, is not always guaranteed.
Nevertheless, researchers believe that organizational effectiveness measures can be established
and effectively utilized within the public sector, and that doing so is an imperative at a time when
the general public is demanding increased accountability from leaders at the federal level
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(Parhizgari and Gilbert, 2004). As just one example, readers could look to the national
performance review issued by President Bill Clinton, which made the case for determining,
publishing, and meeting specified performance standards as an essential matter of the nation’s
confidence in its government and public institutions (Clinton and Gore, 1995).

Measures of performance that focus on financial accounting matters have grown in popularity for
the public sector (Modell, 2004; Figlio and Kenny, 2009). Another way of thinking about
organizational success involves clear and unambiguous goal setting for public sector institutions,
with measures of effectiveness explicitly tied to the overall outcomes an organization is trying to
achieve (Speklé and Verbeeten, 2014). As much clarity as possible around goal setting, including
measures of performance and measures of effectiveness, is valuable in a public sector context
particularly given the likelihood that individuals will disagree about what kinds of objectives are
worth measuring in the first place. Scholars argue that, in the public sector, it is almost
impossible to develop an objective measure of organizational efficiency, making goal clarity—to
include both what is and perhaps even what is not considered valuable by the organization—a
priority (Smith and Mayston, 1987). Another way of characterizing this challenge is as a wicked
problem, which scholars have argued is a class of problem made nearly unsolvable as a result of
stakeholders with opposing values, a subsequent lack of consensus regarding problem definition
or solutions, and unforeseen consequences of potential solutions (Termeer, Dewulf, and
Biesbroek, 2019). This point deserves emphasis, given that challenges associated with the public
sector, such as ambiguous goals or discretionary authority spread across an organization, can
significantly hamper efforts to measure, interpret, and monitor performance (van Thiel and
Leeuw, 2002). In a similar vein, others have noted the value of unique, context-specific measures
for individual organizations, given the idiosyncratic nature of its “set of stakeholders, goals and
objectives, mission and mandate, environmental constraints, and unique information needs”
(Lynch and Day, 1996, p. 415). Both multi-dimensional and specifically targeted measurements
have been utilized to this end.?

Objectives that emerge from strategic planning represent another perspective on performance
assessment (Balaboniené¢ and Vecerskieng¢, 2015). More granular guidance regarding the path
from strategic planning to objective development has been articulated by researchers focused on
the Department of Defense (DoD): goals should be based on clear guidance from relevant
authorities, and they should clearly express priorities in a way that constrains managers who
must pursue those goals (Goldman, Winkler, and Thompson, 2022). Furthermore, goals within
overarching strategic plans should be associated with clear metrics, both for process objectives

3 For instance, benchmarking and balanced scorecard approaches represent options for assessing, respectively,
whether specific organizational targets are being hit or a balance of key organizational indicators are in good health.
See Cai Zhonghua and Wang Ye, “Research Frontiers in Public Sector Performance Measurement,” Physics
Procedia, Vol. 25, 2012, pp. 793-799; and Sven Modell, “Performance Measurement Myths in the Public Sector: A
Research Note,” Financial Accountability & Management, Vol. 20, No. 1, 2004, pp. 39-55.
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(i.e., what steps should be taken to reach an end goal) and outcome objectives (i.e., was the
specific goal achieved) (Goldman, Winkler, and Thompson, 2022). One way organizations can
move in this direction is by defining measurable performance metrics, and by creating
mechanisms for sharing performance information (Bernecker et al., 2018).

In summary, while public sector performance and effectiveness measurements are not always
universally agreed upon, some general principles hold. These include the value of specifying and
publishing performance standards, setting goals that are so clear as to make multiple
interpretations of a proper outcome impossible, and regularly sharing performance information.
Clarity on these points will benefit any public sector organization seeking to reform and improve
its personnel management practices.

The U.S. Department of Homeland Security Context

When discussing interpersonal dynamics, planning, and performance in the public sector, one
institution that makes for a useful case study is the U.S. Department of Homeland Security,
because it has struggled with a range of personnel management challenges for its now more than
twenty-year history. For instance, among the 17 “large” U.S. federal agencies (including both full
departments, such as the U.S. Department of State, and independent agencies, such as the
National Aeronautics and Space Administration), DHS has consistently been ranked by surveyed
employees as the worst agency for which to work (Bielby, 2019). In 2023, DHS improved only
marginally, coming in as the second-worst ranked federal agency to work for (Hudson, 2023). In
every single year since 2005, DHS employees have ranked internal teamwork, leadership, work
unit performance, and innovation at a score lower than the median for large agencies (Partnership
for Public Service, undated). The Department has struggled with low morale and low employee
engagement since its inception in 2003 (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2021a).
Additionally, U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) reviews have found longstanding
management weaknesses in the Department (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2021b).
Beyond management challenges, simply maintaining personnel has been difficult for DHS,
especially at top leadership levels (Bernstein, 2019). Researchers have found that DHS has
lagged behind its federal counterparts in the area of learning behavior (a hallmark of
psychological safety), specifically when it comes to assessing performance gaps (Getha-Taylor,
2008). Literature also notes that DHS would be a valuable institution to invest psychological
health resources in, given the inherently stressful nature of work and even the potential for
exposure to traumatic events (Farmer, Whipkey, and Chamberlin, 2020). Structurally, yet another
challenge facing DHS is that it is tasked with carrying out a host of disparate functions and
activities at the same time, several of which having very little margin for error (Wise and Nader,
2002). Put plainly, the nature of the Department’s work practically guarantees that any kind of
public failure will be portrayed as unacceptable. Extremely high expectations may be reasonable,
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but they hardly create conditions under which psychological safety, or any grace in response to
errors, would naturally flourish.

Prior work by the author of this dissertation reveals that current challenges should prompt
curiosity about the ways in which relational challenges negatively impact personnel outcomes.
For instance, across both professional and interpersonal measures, DHS employees indicate
roughly similar or worse experiences than employees at the five other “Very Large” federal
agencies (Thompson, 2024).* In most broad metrics such as overall job satisfaction, perceptions
of team performance, and retention considerations, as well as in specifically interpersonal
matters, such as feeling valued as a team member or that individual differences are respected,
DHS scored below or just above the Department of Justice (DOJ), and it clearly trailed the four
other Very Large agencies (Thompson, 2024). These metrics provide evidence consistent with
prior findings regarding management and morale problems at DHS, as well as motivation for
more granular study of whether and how the Department’s relatively low survey scores
contribute to key organizational outcomes.

Within a large institution such as DHS, there is bound to be a diversity of experience with respect
to the quality of leadership, morale, engagement, and turnover. But a cursory view of topline
statistics is suggestive of significant issues as they pertain to the interpersonal environment of
the organization, to say nothing of issues concerning technical proficiency or policy acumen
(Thompson, 2024). As such, it would be valuable for research to explore the relational aspects of
a working environment that are critical to engendering teamwork and engagement, increased
innovation, and lower turnover. Rather than focusing purely on the kinds of technical needs
required for success at DHS, foundational interpersonal elements could be analyzed more closely
as a means of uncovering practical steps for improving issues surrounding overall employee
satisfaction, with expected returns to performance, teamwork, retention, and overall
effectiveness.

What Psychological Safety Is Not

As the preceding review makes clear, psychological safety is an increasingly well-understood
construct, and it offers readily apparent benefits for organizations seeking to improve personnel
and performance outcomes. Given the nature of the topic, and the potential confusion it might
invite with respect to other psychological phenomena and workplace initiatives, it is therefore
also worth briefly noting what psychological safety is not before proceeding to the approach,
methods, and analysis of the study in question.

4 In addition to the Department of Homeland Security, the five remaining “Very Large” federal agencies, each with
more than 75,000 employees, are the Departments of Agriculture, Defense, Health and Human Services, Justice, and
the Treasury.
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Psychological safety is not a silver bullet for addressing poor performance or organizational
strife. It should not be presumed to be without potential downsides. Some scholars argue that,
under certain conditions, psychological safety actually correlates with an increase in unethical
behaviors such as cheating (Pearsall and Ellis, 2011). The types of individuals within an
organization are believed to play a role in this outcome; employees with more utilitarian ethical
frameworks (in which decisions are based on likely individual outcomes) are likelier to cheat in
psychologically safe environments than those with more formalistic ethical frameworks (whose
judgments are based more on tradition and precedent) (Pearsall and Ellis, 2011). In a similar
fashion, for individuals employed in dangerous or “extreme” job contexts (e.g., firefighters),
psychological safety weakens the connection between individual moral courage (described as
moral potency) and the likelihood that workers will report unethical behaviors of their
colleagues, which can be seen as minor relative to the responsibilities associated with a highly
dangerous profession (Sumanth et al., 2024). When a work role involves potential risks to lives
and livelihoods, it is possible that psychological safety facilitates reductions, rather than
increases, in certain ethical behaviors because they are viewed as trivial. Broadly speaking, the
perception of a more quickly forgiving environment often associated with psychological safety
indicates that psychological safety is not a panacea for every organizational problem, especially
when it comes to employee behaviors in workplaces where minor infractions are likelier to be
downplayed. Literature cautions that the effects of psychological safety are not universally
positive, and that they should therefore be considered holistically, and within an organization’s
broader relational environment and work context.

Psychological safety is not a colloquialism and should not be understood as an employee’s
general sense of positive mental wellbeing or emotional tranquility in a workplace. It is a term of
art with discipline-specific meaning, placing particular focus on interpersonal risk-taking in
work environments. Psychological safety has less to do with the more general question, “Overall,
do you feel comfortable—relationally, psychologically, professionally—with the conditions of
your workplace?” and more to do with the narrower behavioral question, “Can you admit a
mistake or voice disagreement without fear of retribution in your workplace?” Its emphasis as a
technical concept is on the presence or absence of specific behaviors: mission-focused
disagreement, risk-taking, and error reporting within organizations. Ultimately, psychological
safety is best understood as a phenomenon that facilitates an organization’s pursuit of commonly
understood objectives through interpersonal risk-taking, rather than as a tool for generating
superficial organizational tranquility.

On a related note, some readers may see the term psychological safety and infer that it is
synonymous with, or an extension of, “safetyism,” a concept described at length by psychologist
Jonathan Haidt and lawyer Greg Lukianoft in their book The Coddling of the American Mind.
Haidt and Lukianoff argue that American culture has slowly expanded its conception of safety to
include not only protection from physical harm, but also from emotional harm; in their view,
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efforts to protect individuals from bodily harm and now also from emotional distress have
resulted in a nationally diminished quality of debate and deliberation (Haidt and Lukianoff,
2018). The term “psychological safety” is not a stand-in for “safetyism,” though. Instead, it is
meant to indicate the value of risk-faking, not risk-avoidance, though specifically in professional
matters. Challenging group consensus, taking risks, and reporting errors are hardly emotionally
safe acts, with the potential to create friction and even conflict within a group. Such a reality
highlights a potential confusion of language in the psychological safety construct: risk is
inherently unsafe, but psychological safety is ultimately concerned with confident risk-taking.
On this point, clearer vocabulary could be used in conveying the construct’s meaning, which
does not endorse “safetyism.”

At the same time that psychological safety does not primarily concern itself with consensus or
harmony, it is nevertheless fundamentally concerned with issues related to respect for individual
differences and appreciation for the unique skills and abilities possessed by each employee.
Thus, in the same way that psychological safety might be improperly viewed as a stand-in for
“safetyism,” it is incorrect to interpret the concept as license to disparage individuals with
differing views. Psychological safety does not provide such license in any way, and literature
examining its inculcation in workplaces clearly highlights the importance of genuine efforts to
include the voices of all team members, not just those aligned with majority opinions or
experiences. While one view might ultimately prevail, psychological safety research suggests
that giving considered views—most especially dissenting views—a fair hearing is still a crucial
component of successful organizational function.

It is possible for a tension to emerge in organizations between these principles of genuine
openness and respect for others. For example, when does good faith professional disagreement
cross a line into personal attack? When does risk-taking become disobedience? This is an
important, and even central, tension to address. For now, it must suffice to say that how
organizations resolve such a tension is connected to its stated overarching goals. As a result, the
extent to which disagreements, risk-taking behaviors, or mistakes are tolerated in public
institutions is likely to be a partial function of team objectives determined by leaders.

Psychological safety is not a regulatory program. Institutional policies may encourage its
development within an organization. But a sense of freedom to speak openly and with confidence
that one will not be punished or ostracized by peers and leaders cannot be legislated into
existence. Psychological safety is not the inevitable outcome of well-crafted leadership
messaging, mandatory annual trainings, or institutional policies developed by a human resources
department. It does not emerge simply because an organization says psychological safety is a
priority. Rather, it emerges when the organization, through the actions of its leaders and teams,
lives out its prerequisites. One of the central contributions of this dissertation, then, is the
accumulation of new theoretical grounding for assessing what kinds of actions, and not just what
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kinds of statements or policies, impact the climate of psychological safety in DHS and
elsewhere.

Finally, psychological safety is not, as Edmondson emphasized in her initial paper on the topic, a
“careless sense of permissiveness” (1999, p. 354). While current literature encourages a degree
of grace in how honest mistakes or constructive disagreement are addressed in an organization,
psychological safety is inherently tied to the achievement of an organizational mission. It is not
intended to represent a disregard for work standards, the indulgence of repeated mistakes, or an
invitation to engage in counterproductive work behaviors. In this dissertation, therefore,
psychological safety is not treated as carte blanche for employees to slack off, engage in
misconduct, or to voice any and all organizational concerns, at any moment of individual’s
choosing. Instead, it is treated as a critical component of effective team function in pursuit of
defined and contained goals. In other words, psychological safety is not valuable because it
allows for interpersonal risk-taking per se, but rather because it allows for such risk-taking in
pursuit of a shared goal. 1t is on this note that there is one final element to address before turning
to the methodology utilized in this study, and the results of both quantitative and qualitative
research efforts undertaken.

Psychological Safety—To What End?

One challenge associated with behavioral social science research on organizational improvement
is that the institutions it examines—businesses, schools, hospitals, public sector organizations,
non-governmental organizations—do not always share the same goals. Some aim primarily to
make money, others to educate students, still others to enact preferred policies to guide public
life. Indeed, as the prior discussion of performance measurement indicates, success itself is a
concept that depends on an organization’s objectives. As a result, differing organizational goals,
and even values, place limits on how much concepts such as psychological safety can guide
organizational life in a normative sense. Practically speaking, measurements of psychological
phenomena can help managers understand personnel outcomes and employee experiences, but
they cannot independently determine, for instance, how much and what kind of disagreement
over an organizational decision is appropriate before a decision is made. Ultimately, questions of
the latter kind are not so much about information as they are about underlying values and
decisionmaking authority.

To illustrate this point, take the fact that psychological safety literature demonstrates debate and
disagreement, without fear of retribution, facilitates the development of faster learning and better
communicating teams. This finding is non-trivial for organizations, but several pertinent
questions are left unanswered by published research: How much disagreement is ultimately
acceptable? What qualifies as legitimate disagreement, and what should be excluded as
unnecessary quarreling? Are there circumstances in which leaders should no longer care about
psychological safety, if employees do not arrive at a place of agreement and comfort with an
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organizational direction? And perhaps most importantly, who should be granted the authority to
determine when debate concludes and action is taken?

For government organizations, the answers to these questions are often determined by publicly
elected executives (e.g., the U.S. president), appointees (e.g., U.S. cabinet secretaries), or elected
representatives (e.g., members of Congress) who enshrine permanent departmental missions in
law and provide critical oversight of the executive branch. This sets up a potentially significant
tension between firm guidance and organizational flexibility. On the one hand, governing
mandates and authorities of elected officials, as well as the permanent missions of a federal
agencies, often point towards clear goals that are not up for debate. On the other, psychological
safety research highlights the value that openness, robust deliberation, and even grace in the face
of mistakes can offer organizations.

Before moving directly to an explanation of the social science methods utilized in this paper, I
believe there is value in providing a brief reflection on this tension, grounded in philosophic
rather than social scientific views. Indeed, the nature of the relationship between leaders and
subordinates, including decisions of leaders to honor or punish interpersonal risk-taking, has
been the subject of study and writing for centuries. Two of history’s great political thinkers,
Nicolldo Machiavelli and Thomas Aquinas, serve as helpful markers of opposite perspectives on
this issue. A summary of these views emphasizes the point that how organizations determine the
degree of interpersonal risk-taking they will tolerate can be informed by data, but that such a
decision is oftentimes not made by data.

One reflection on leadership practices, openness in an organization, and the appropriate exercise
of authority is articulated by Nicolld Machiavelli in his treatise The Prince. Machiavelli
conceptualized political leadership and the navigation of interpersonal dynamics primarily as
exercises in the consolidation of power. In stark terms, he offers the reflection that “a man who
wants to make a profession of good in all regards must come to ruin among so many who are not
good” (Machiavelli, 1998, p. 61). There is an inherent psychological calculation in such a view
of leadership. Because others cannot be fully trusted, it is best for leaders to be feared. In these
writings, Machiavelli reveals an understanding of a core element of psychological safety, that,
“fear is held by a dread of punishment that never forsakes you” (1998, p. 67).

Machiavelli’s is a model of leadership that privileges consolidated, rather than delegated,
decisionmaking power. Still, he does propose a limited intake of advice, suggesting a prince
allow only a handful of close advisors to offer counsel—to “speak the truth to him, and of those
things only that he asks about and nothing else” (Machiavelli, 1998, p. 94). It is only for the
leader, though, to “be a very broad questioner” as well as “a patient listener to the truth,” even to
the point of becoming “upset when he learns that anyone has any hesitation” to speak honestly
about a matter of interest to the prince (Machiavelli, 1998, p. 95). Such calculated openness
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resembles psychological safety in some ways, but certainly not in the threat of retribution it
maintains.

Machiavelli understands the role of the leader as essential in matters of public administration. It
is a starkly different model of leadership than the transformational style that management
scholars commonly argue has strong, positive effects. Still, it is a model that provides keen
insight into the human fear of punishment. Moreover, it offers a clearly defined, normative
opinion concerning the appropriate role of an authority figure: one who determines parameters of
acceptable debate, and who has full power to make decisions and punish subordinates.
Machiavelli’s argument may represent an unpalatable and even cruel form of the exercise of
authority, but it is an honest view of the struggle for power in public sector—which is to say,
political—institutions.

Clearly opposite to Machiavelli is the theologian and philosopher Thomas Aquinas. Writing to
the King of Cyprus in the 13" century in his essay “On Kingship,” he outlines the key
responsibilities of a monarch, in terms of both administrative and normative matters. Aquinas
observes what scholars of public sector performance measurement have consistently argued: “it
is necessary for there to be some guiding principle, so that the due end may be properly
achieved” (2002, p. 5). While similar to Machiavelli in his view that strong governance
structures are necessary, Aquinas considers many more possibilities for a society’s distribution of
authority than one ruler governing through fear. He observes that, “the evil of tyranny has
rendered the dignity of kingship odious to many,” and that other forms of government, including
democracy, are less likely than monarchy to harm the common good if they become corrupted
(Aquinas, 2002, p.15).

Additionally, rather than the purpose of power being to ensure the continued rule of one
individual, Aquinas argues a king’s aims should be the inculcation of virtue among citizens and
provision for their daily needs (2002, p. 43). This is often far more difficult to achieve when
leaders operate through a climate of fear, which Aquinas succinctly describes as “a weak
foundation” (2002, p. 33). If the aim of public sector institutions is the virtue of citizens, or at
least the provision of their material needs, there is a strong case for psychological safety. As
Aquinas writes, “it is, indeed, natural that men who are nourished in a climate of fear should
degenerate into a servile condition of soul and become fearful of every manly and strenuous act”
(2002, p. 14). With this insight (which one could not unreasonably call the first definition of
psychological safety), he touches on what psychological safety encompasses, and what the cost
of its absence is. In this reading, firm—but not cruel—leadership is viewed as necessary, and it
carries potential for great good. Aquinas warns that concentrated authority can be destructive,
though. It is the great revealer of character, with Aquinas observing that even those “who seemed
virtuous while they were in a lowly station have fallen away from virtue as soon as they have
reached the summit of power” (2002, p. 29).
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Aquinas endorses strong but virtuous leadership, refusing to tolerate a culture of fear because of
its power to corrode and ultimately destroy institutions over time. This view starkly differs from
Machiavelli’s vision of governance through fear, but it must be emphasized that Aquinas does
not argue for a rejection of power. Instead, he advocates for a form of authority that is firm and
decisive, but that acts firmly and decisively for the sake of the virtue and the care of citizens.
When placed side by side, Machiavelli and Aquinas find value in both a certain kind of openness
among subordinates and in leaders vested with genuine authority, albeit for different reasons. The
fundamental difference is this: for Machiavelli, the purpose of authority is ultimately to maintain
authority, while for Aquinas, the purpose of authority is to inculcate virtue and provide for
others. One is suggestive of an approach to leadership that allows for mistakes and disagreement
only when attached to personally advantageous circumstances. The other identifies clear goals
and parameters, takes seriously the responsibility of caring for those under one’s authority, and
embraces decisiveness informed by wise counsel.

In the case of both writers, one common theme emerges. How data is used to improve
organizational function is largely a secondary question. Who should be in charge and how leaders
should exercise authority are the primary questions. The purpose of this small detour into
historical writings is to highlight that while psychological safety research can provide valuable
insight into the impacts of different facets of a workplace on outcomes, how such insights are
utilized will depend a great deal on the political priorities and character of public sector leaders
in whom authority is vested.

Clearly, ideas central to psychological safety are not limited to the realm of behavioral social
scientists. Even a brief examination of two classic texts of political philosophy therefore
underscores that normative questions are intimately connected to the matter of how
psychological safety research should be applied in practice.

Summary

This literature review has addressed a range of issues that impact perspectives on psychological
safety, particularly as they might apply to public sector organizations. It is well-established that,
as interpersonal environments and not just technical or material ones, workplaces are shaped by
relationships between and among colleagues, superiors, and subordinates. This influence is found
among several constructs defined by behavioral social scientists, including trust and leadership
styles, not just psychological safety. The latter construct, though, has further been demonstrated
to have significant and positive associations with personnel outcomes of interest, including
performance, job satisfaction, and retention, with generalizability across a range of professions.
In the public sector context, though, it is also critical to clarify how planning is conducted and
what goes into determining measures of performance and effectiveness. As this review has
clarified, planning tends to be more contested in the public sector, a reality that organizations
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should be cognizant of when considering potential management improvement efforts.
Penultimately, the DHS context that provides motivation for this dissertation is a more than 20-
year history of management challenges that carry into present day, both in terms of job
satisfaction and retention and in terms of more interpersonally focused issues such as a sense of
belonging or differences being respected. Finally, this literature review clarifies that
psychological safety is neither a panacea for addressing personnel struggles, nor is it a normative
guide for acceptable organizational values and aims. In many cases, as has been argued for
centuries, these are questions that largely depend on an organization’s structure of leadership and
the character and priorities of its leaders.

Also important to note in summary is that the vast majority of literature on psychological safety
is concerned with non-federal contexts, such as healthcare teams or research organizations.
Searches across multiple data bases, such as Ex Libris Primo Search and Google Scholar, for
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terms including “psychological safety” paired with “public sector,” “public sector employees,”
“federal employees,” “Department of Homeland Security,” returned very few relevant results,
with no studies identified that address this issue in DHS. In other words, the lack of focus in
existing research on the impact of psychological safety in the public sector, specifically in DHS,

highlights a clear opportunity to develop new knowledge.
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Chapter 3. Relevant Prior Research Approaches

Before describing the research conducted for this dissertation, a brief review of prior work helps
contextualize the approach and methods used. This chapter includes a discussion of the
psychological safety construct, common quantitative and qualitative approaches taken by other
scholars, barriers to effective psychological safety research, and relevant research efforts that
have assessed similar variables of interest, including psychological safety and public sector
personnel outcomes.

The Psychological Safety Construct

As interpreted by Amy Edmondson, psychological safety is a phenomenon existing at the team
level, rather than the individual level. Edmondson specifically argued that, in order for “team
psychological safety to be a group-level construct, it must characterize the team rather than
individual members of the team, and team members must hold similar perceptions of it” (1999,
pp. 354-355). As a result, she utilized scales (i.e., a weighted average of responses to a collection
of related questions) for several concepts, including psychological safety, in order to measure
what a specific team’s overall perception of psychological safety in their workplace was.
Ultimately, Edmondson argues that defining the construct of psychological safety as a shared,
group-level phenomenon (as opposed to an individual-level phenomenon) is the most helpful
approach for understanding key organizational outcomes such as team learning and team
performance (1999, pp. 363, 375).

Psychological safety has also been explored as an individual-level construct, however, with a
significant amount of research focusing on individual experiences and perceptions of
psychological safety, but not aggregating such perceptions into a unified team-level measure.
What is likely the best early example of such an approach comes from William Kahn’s 1990
paper on the conditions that cause individuals to be engaged or disengaged at work. Through a
series of interviews with two separate communities (counselors at a summer camp and
employees of an architecture firm), he developed a construct of psychological safety and
associated its presence with greater individual willingness to remain engaged in work (Kahn,
1990). While Kahn observed an association between individual perceptions of psychological
safety and group norms and team dynamics, he did not aggregate individual perceptions into a
team measure of psychological safety. Instead, he treated individual perceptions as an individual-
level matter. In Kahn’s treatment, psychological safety is represented as an individual-level
construct rather than as a group-level construct.
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These two approaches present constructs of psychological safety that appear to be in opposition
to one another, operating at two different levels of analysis. On this matter, though, I share the
view of other scholars that both approaches provide essential insight, reinforcing rather than
opposing one another. Indeed, researchers who have conducted a meta-analysis of available
psychological safety literature conclude that Edmondson and Kahn “should not be seen as
competing viewpoints but rather as complementary views of the same construct,” with both
articulations converging “around a single, unifying principle: the importance of creating a
workplace in which perceptions of interpersonal risk are minimized” (Frazier et al., 2017, p.
116). Such a position is grounded in the fact that this quantitative meta-analysis of psychological
safety studies identified research occurring at both the group and individual levels of analysis,
with the latter comprising the greatest proportion of psychological safety assessments (Frazier et
al., 2017, p. 141). The authors explicitly note that, “psychological safety is an important
construct at both the individual and group level of analysis,” but that, “the literature would
benefit from more group-level and cross-level research on psychological safety” (Frazier et al.,
2017, pp. 148, 150). A separate systematic review of psychological safety literature arrives at a
similar conclusion, which is that foundational psychological safety research operates at both
“individual and team levels of analysis,” but that researchers could benefit from “more multi-
and cross-level work” (Newman, Donohue, and Eva, 2017, p. 522). Beyond individual or team
perceptions of psychological safety, a limited amount of work has assessed psychological safety
as an organization-level phenomenon (Carmeli, 2003; Baer and Frese, 2003). Systematic reviews
caution against giving excessive weight to organization-wide measures of psychological safety,
though; while a small number of studies “suggest that individual perceptions of psychological
safety can be aggregated to the organizational level,” given the potential for a significant array of
views and experiences in an entire organization, psychological safety measures are “likely to be
more potent and meaningful at the team level” (Newman, Donohue, and Eva, 2017, p. 524).

Across a range of studies, psychological safety is construed as a phenomenon existing at multiple
levels of analysis, to include an individual level, a team level, and in a small number of cases, an
organizational level. Despite a lack of uniformity in how it is operationalized as a construct in
research (i.e., even though scholars do not treat psychological safety exclusively as an
individual-, team-, or organization-level phenomenon), psychological safety is nevertheless
characterized in highly similar terms across levels of analysis. It is specifically connected to
perceptions of how others in one’s place of work will respond to some form of interpersonal risk-
taking, whether the reporting of an error, the voicing of a disagreement, or the admitting of a lack
of required knowledge when given a task. So, while researchers sometimes treat psychological
safety as a construct built upon individual perception, and other times as a measured average of
how a full team or entire organization perceives this dynamic, the central focus of the broader
body of literature is the ability of individuals to take interpersonal risks, and the extent to which
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the presence or absence of such an ability impacts important organizational outcomes, such as
performance, creativity, or the reduction of errors.

To lay a stronger foundation for this dissertation’s research agenda, I now turn to the ways in
which psychological safety has been studied in previous work, both in terms of the aims and
approaches of prior studies.

Common Psychological Safety Research Approaches

Scholars have taken quantitative and qualitative approaches to studying the psychological safety
construct across a number of different work environments, with the greater proportion of
research focusing on quantitative measures. Quantitative work uses survey data and
psychometric methods to provide measurements of psychological safety’s impact. Qualitative
work has been directed at more practical application, using narrative context to help
organizations develop guidance for management practices. The former tends to help answer the
question, “Does psychological safety have a statistically significant impact on outcomes
organizations care about?” The latter tends to help answer the question, “What should we do to
establish greater psychological safety in our organization?”” Both approaches provide benefit and
are complementary.

Quantitative Research

Quantitative studies that incorporate the psychological safety construct have primarily engaged
with two kinds of measurement questions. While not a definitive characterization, two broad
categories of interest have been: the impacts that psychological safety has on organizations,
including how it both directly and indirectly (by mediating other workplace variables with more
direct organizational influence) affects key organizational outcomes, including organizational
performance; and the workplace factors that comprise antecedents of psychological safety.

In the first category, researchers have looked at the way in which psychological safety directly
impacts measures of team performance, such as evaluations of subordinates by immediate
supervisors (Schaubroeck and Lam, 2011). They have assessed the extent to which a
psychologically safe environment improves information sharing in healthcare teams (Kessel,
Kratzer, and Schultz, 2012). And they have examined the effect of psychological safety on a
range of additional organizational outcomes, including rates of turnover, learning behaviors
among work teams, and employee burnout (Carmeli, Brueller, and Dutton, 2009;
Chandrasekaran and Mishra, 2012; Fransen, McEwan, and Sarkar, 2020). In the second category,
as documented more thoroughly in Chapter 2, studies have assessed the extent to which certain
variables, such as leadership styles, facilitate the development of psychological safety in
organizations.
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Most commonly, these assessments utilize scales—also sometimes referred to as indexes, which
take an average of ordinal responses to a set of questions believed to collectively represent the
item of interest—to construct a psychological safety variable. Scales are also used for other
control variables, which can include interpersonal dynamics besides psychological safety such as
trust, as well as more behaviorally focused variables such as the leadership style of a team’s
supervisor (e.g., transformational leadership, servant leadership) (Schaubroeck and Lam, 2011).
The primary approach for determining the impacts of variables in these quantitative studies has
been simple linear regression, evaluating the relationship between variables of interest and key
outcome variables—an approach established in quantitative analyses of psychological safety by
Amy Edmondson (1999). While studies differ in their treatment of psychological safety either as
a variable that directly impacts a key organizational outcome, or as a variable whose impact on
the key outcome is mediated by another variable, a simple linear regression approach is most
common.

Qualitative Research

Qualitative psychological safety research has most commonly been used to provide greater
understanding of specific impacts this phenomenon has on individuals and teams, produce
practical recommendations for organizational improvements, and generate additional topics of
research focus within the psychological safety domain. Such studies primarily involve interviews
of individuals or groups (i.e., focus groups) and utilize qualitative analysis to assess the themes
that emerge. A number of examples illustrate this point. One study conducted thematic analysis
of focus group interview responses from nursing students following simulation training
exercises, and it sought elaboration on just two broad questions: “what did you experience
psychologically while participating in the simulation class?” and “when did you feel
uncomfortable expressing your opinions or performing procedures while participating in the
simulation class using the simulator?” (Park and Kim, 2021, p. 2). The purpose of such a study,
rather than drawing a quantitative association between psychological safety and a particular
outcome, was simply to “provide evidence that informs basic guidelines for the development of
educational strategies” (Park and Kim, 2021, p. 4).

Similar kinds of qualitative work have been frequently conducted in the healthcare field. For
instance, interview- and open-ended, survey-based studies have sought greater insight into the
specific experiences of nursing students as they pertain to psychological safety, using questions
such as, “How do you act at clinicals when you feel psychologically safe?”” and “How have your
experiences of psychological safety influenced the way you feel about clinicals?” (Lyman and
Mendon, 2021, p. 2). They have been utilized to help develop organizational practices for
debriefing following student participation in nursing simulations, to elicit opinions about key
drivers of psychological safety in primary care teams that do not emerge as clearly in quantitative
surveys, and to establish which practices among care providers are most effective at developing
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stronger connections with patients (Ko and Un-Jung, 2020; Remtulla et al., 2021; Rathert et al.,
2024).

In brief, qualitative research on psychological safety has most commonly been conducted in
healthcare contexts, but its general purpose has broad application. Quantitative research cannot
offer a detailed narrative picture of how psychological safety is experienced by individuals in an
organization, and it cannot provide the anecdotal data highlighting specific practices that enhance
or degrade an organization’s climate of psychological safety. The value-add of qualitative
research in this area is, at least in part, the uncovering of practical examples that organizations
can reflect on and utilize to improve their day-to-day practices. These more applied insights
make qualitative work a critical complement to quantitative work that has established the
statistically significant role psychological safety plays in improving key outcomes.

Literature Limitations in Psychological Safety Research

While psychological safety research has many strengths, including its utility as a unique
construct in management literature, it also has documented limitations, which have been largely
addressed by prior meta-analyses and systematic reviews. A brief summary of these limitations is
offered here.

First, while Amy Edmondson’s validated psychological safety scale (or a scale derived from her
survey items) is the most commonly used in extant literature, researchers have also developed ad
hoc instruments for measurement (Frazier et al., 2017). Thus, one challenge for psychological
safety research as a unified area of study is some degree of inconsistency in how the theory of
the construct is operationalized in measurement efforts. Scholars note a second limitation,
namely that psychological safety is almost never studied longitudinally. One systematic review
found just a single psychological safety research article using a relevant panel design (Newman,
Donohue, and Eva, 2017). Because most studies therefore offer only snapshots of psychological
safety’s effect on relevant organizational outcomes, there is a general lack of knowledge
concerning its longer-term effects and potential benefits. I argue these include outsized
contributions to personnel outcomes and organizational success over time, longitudinal
organizational impacts based on fluctuations in psychological safety over time, and long-term
effects on employee and organizational metrics relative to other known drivers of workplace
outcomes.

Systematic reviews further find that the bulk of psychological safety research is quantitative,
resulting in a lack of understanding of the mechanisms through which psychological safety is
developed and operationalized in workplaces (Newman, Donohue, and Eva, 2017). Qualitative
interviews are noted in particular for their potential ability to improve holistic understanding of
psychological safety (Newman, Donohue, and Eva, 2017). Quantitative studies offer essential
evidence that psychological safety provides a significant and unique support to workers and

32



organizations, but there is an absence of narrative detail regarding exactly ~ow the construct
makes a difference. Finally, individual differences can play an important but overlooked role in
measurements of psychological safety. For example, some individuals are less sensitive to the
potential costs of mistakes because they possess a learning orientation that leads them to view
mistakes as essential to the development of their own competence (Frazier et al., 2017). Because
such individuals more readily perceive environments as psychologically safe, a measurement
challenge emerges, namely that even when using an identical instrument, two individuals with
different dispositions could perceive substantially different degrees of psychological safety.
Given that scholars may not have access to robust testing for the profiles of every participant
filling out a survey instrument, individual differences are a relevant research limitation.

Relevant Prior Public Sector Research Efforts

One reason why this dissertation represents a novel contribution to psychological safety and
public sector management literature is that, despite the significant amount of work conducted on
this topic, very little published literature has explicitly addressed the impact of psychological
safety on the performance and personnel outcomes of the public sector generally, to say nothing
of the U.S. federal agencies tasked with the country’s most critical national security
responsibilities, such as the Department of Homeland Security. This is not to say that federal
personnel outcomes have gone unaddressed—simply that the role of psychological safety has not
been explicitly incorporated into this work.

This fact has not gone unnoticed by graduate students in particular. A query for relevant terms,
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including “psychological safety,” “public sector,” and “federal government” in databases and
search engines such as APA PsycInfo, Primo Search, and Google Scholar, returns only a small
handful of results—and they are comprised almost entirely of doctoral dissertations. For
instance, one individual sought to explore the relationship between the degree of psychological
safety perceived by federal employees and customer satisfaction, with additional attention paid
to the mediating role of employee engagement. This analysis was completed by utilizing survey
data released each year by the U.S. Office of Personnel Management (the survey itself is termed
the Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey, or FEVS); through a study of responses from U.S.
General Services Administration (GSA) employees, it identified a positive, significant
relationship between employee perceptions of psychological safety and employee perceptions of
customer satisfaction (Ward, 2021). In a separate doctoral dissertation, a researcher explored the
impact of toxic leadership behaviors on employee perceptions of psychological safety in the
Veterans Health Administration (VHA), finding a negative relationship between the two
(Wilson, 2021). Two other doctoral monographs have found psychological safety to be a
meaningful driver of federal employee engagement, as well as a phenomenon impacted by the
behavior of supervisors in federal workplaces (Zehr, 2017; Brown, 2023).
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While these early efforts are valuable insofar as they represent initial scholarship on
psychological safety and federal employee outcomes, they remain a very small collection of
intellectual resources for federal managers seeking to improve organizational outcomes. More
importantly, the scope of graduate work is quite narrow. This is the case because, in some
instances, it addresses only a small number of relevant variables in quantitative analysis relative
to available data (e.g., only analyzing leader attributes, psychological safety, and a battery of
demographic factors, as opposed to incorporating a range of other relevant workplace variables).
In other instances, graduate researchers did not consider the full range of personnel outcomes
that would be of interest to federal agency leaders (e.g., employee retention or the quality of a
team’s work, not just customer satisfaction). The end result is a general lack of published
literature that contributes to the field’s understanding of a construct that likely has great
relevance for federal organizations. Such a result holds despite the existence of work suggesting
it would be a fruitful subject of study that could likely improve federal institutions.

Within the U.S. government, there has been some effort to utilize FEVS data for purposes of
published quantitative assessments of employee metrics, such as personnel engagement. A 2021
report from the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) utilized a selected list of
questions from the FEVS to look at key drivers of employee engagement, which as GAO notes,
is commonly found in studies of private sector organizations to be associated with “better
individual and organizational performance,” to include “increased employee performance and
productivity; higher customer service ratings; fewer safety incidents; and less absenteeism and
turnover” (2021a, p. 1). In its study, GAO determined that 18 different FEVS questions could be
reasonably viewed as proxies for key drivers of DHS employee engagement, using linear
regression analysis to draw associations between drivers of employee engagement identified in
published literature (e.g., career development and training, pay and benefits, and recognition)
and DHS employee assessments of their own engagement levels at work (2021a, p. 34).
Ultimately, GAO found five drivers of workplace engagement to be most significant, which are
“(1) holding constructive performance conversations, (2) career development and training, (3)
work-life balance, (4) inclusive work environment, and (5) communication from management,”
which they note are also “among the top drivers of employee engagement across the federal
government” (2021a, p. 36). This report represents an important effort towards understanding
unique drivers of employee engagement, but it gives effectively no focused attention to the
notion of interpersonal dynamics generally or psychological safety specifically. Additionally,
while GAO conducted interviews with DHS component senior leadership, they did not do so
with rank-and-file employees. In other words, GAO produced a highly valuable, but incomplete,
utilization of FEVS data in an effort to understand employee experiences and personnel
outcomes, and it did not provide additional qualitative context for understanding the associations
found between workplace factors and employee engagement. Beyond this particular report, a
search for the term “psychological safety” in the GAQO’s report database, filtering for reports on
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DHS and timespan (limiting searches to the past four years, or January, 2021 through September,
2024), did not produce any titles specifically addressing psychological safety; the abstract
content of the reports also did not appear to contain any reference to this concept.

Important to note is that researchers have addressed federal personnel outcomes in prior work
using FEVS data. For example, they have utilized FEVS data to assess federal personnel
retention intentions—also a topic of interest in this dissertation. As one illustration, in a 2017
article, researchers utilized the 2011 FEVS to assess the extent to which a handful of factors
impacted federal employee retention intentions (Kim and Fernandez, 2017). However, the model
used to conduct this assessment of the drivers of retention intentions incorporated a limited
number of variables (the authors include only three in their analysis), none of which are
psychological safety. Furthermore, a number of other variables often considered relevant in
employee retention literature, such as workload or compensation satisfaction, do not appear to be
considered (Kim and Fernandez, 2017). A second example comes from a more recent article that
utilizes FEVS data to examine turnover intentions of LGBT federal employees; in a similar
fashion, while the researchers address how some workplace factors drive retention intentions,
they do not explicitly address psychological safety or a number of other variables often
connected to retention that are included in this study (Sabharwal et al., 2019). The central point
is that even when organizations and researchers have utilized available FEVS data to address
federal personnel outcomes, there has been extremely limited—if any—focus on psychological
safety as a key driver, and it has often not incorporated a number of important factors
demonstrated to impact retention.

Prior work produced by the RAND Corporation has also addressed some issues related to
psychological health and interpersonal dynamics in federal settings, as opposed to more
commonly studied workforce issues such as recruitment and retention or personnel needs
assessments. For instance, researchers have explored the kinds of psychological health and
resilience programs available to DHS employees (and which programs might be most effective if
invested in more significantly) given the stressful and, in some cases, traumatic nature of their
work (Farmer, Whipkey, and Chamberlin, 2019). They have catalogued the drivers and impacts
of harmful interpersonal behaviors in the Department of the Air Force, and in the Department of
Defense more broadly, with specific focus on issues such as hazing and bullying, sexual
harassment and assault, and workplace discrimination in over thirty different studies (RAND
Corporation, 2023). And they have closely examined paths for improving workforce resilience
within U.S. Space Command (Williams et al., 2024). While each of these personnel issues
studied have clear relevance for public sector entities, they do not specifically address
psychological safety.

In sum, a very limited quantity of graduate work on psychological safety has tackled this issue in
a public sector context, but otherwise, published literature, including from government,
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academics, and leading think tank sources, has spoken minimally on the topic. This is not to say
that federal personnel issues have not been examined; they have, and with FEVS data, but its use
has not addressed psychological safety, and has often included an incomplete collection of
variables. This reality, paired with consistent, significant findings in studies on psychological
safety’s impact in private sector contexts, provides clear motivation for deeper analysis of this
issue in the federal workforce, as an important addition to the helpful work that has already been
completed utilizing FEVS data.
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Chapter 4. Study Approach and Methods

The approach, data, and methods utilized are intended to build on relevant prior approaches to
studying psychological safety, public sector personnel outcomes, and FEVS data. The sections
below provide justification for the research approach of this study, specifically accounting for
research questions, data sources, analytical approach, and limitations. Further elaboration on the
study’s quantitative and qualitative assessments of psychological safety in DHS will be offered,
providing the necessary foundation for the results and analysis presented in the remaining
chapters.

Approach, Data Sources, Methods

This dissertation builds on prior studies of psychological safety in several ways. Just as the
GAO, a small number of doctoral dissertations, and several published academic papers have
done, I utilize FEVS data to examine particular federal personnel outcomes of interest. The
novelty and potential importance of my approach is in the number of independent variables
accounted for, a broader range of personnel outcome metrics assessed, and most importantly, the
incorporation of a psychological safety construct into this more robust quantitative analysis of
key federal personnel outcomes. Next, unlike any published academic work I have been able to
identify, whether from graduate students, other academics, or government agencies, my approach
incorporates a modest, introductory qualitative analysis of psychological safety experiences of
federal agency personnel. Specifically, this analysis is driven by four exploratory, semi-
structured interviews with U.S. Department of Homeland Security personnel. This represents a
discrete advance in knowledge insofar as qualitative studies on psychological safety have
primarily focused on work teams in healthcare contexts, far less on federal entities, and never (as
of this writing, to the author’s knowledge) on specific employees of DHS. To emphasize the
point, these exploratory interviews are especially useful because they provide valuable narrative
context and serve as motivation and theoretical grounding for a refined quantitative analysis.

Research Questions

As outlined in the introduction, this dissertation is guided by four research questions. Some are
intended primarily to be answered by survey data analysis, while others are intended to be
answered by qualitative analysis. To reiterate, the four questions are:

1. What is the climate of psychological safety in the Department of Homeland Security,
and does it meaningfully differ from that climate in other Very Large federal
agencies?
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2. To what extent is the presence or absence of psychological safety, among other
relevant organizational variables, associated with key DHS personnel metrics?
3. What kinds of DHS policies and procedures surround interpersonal issues such as
disagreements, error reporting, and creativity?
4. What are the main barriers to psychological safety in the DHS context?
As I proceed through my monograph, each question will be addressed. The first two questions
will primarily be answered using survey data analysis, while the last two questions will primarily
be answered using interview responses from DHS employees. In this way, both statistically
robust and narratively rich information will be produced.

General Approach

My approach, which combines quantitative elements and a limited number of qualitative
elements, is especially beneficial because each method provides unique evidentiary strength and
context that helps compensate for limitations associated with the other method. In the case of
purely quantitative studies of psychological safety, there is narrative poverty resulting in less
grounding for theoretical models, and a clear limit to practical guidance provided by findings. It
may be clear that psychological safety has strong associations with organizational outcomes, but
the specific scenarios in which it matters most to individuals or has the most impact on
performance is not detailed at an experiential level by quantitative data. Studies demonstrate
statistically significant relationships between the psychological safety construct and other
important organizational and individual outcomes, but they rarely offer descriptive examples that
document precisely #ow these relationships manifest in the workplace, or the specific stories of
employee experiences that could inform the theory underpinning quantitative models. In other
words, a more practical assessment of the moments in which employees experience barriers to
psychological safety—and what could be practically done in response to those barriers—is
restricted by a solely quantitative approach. On the other hand, while qualitative psychological
safety research has unique value because of the practical guidance it can help develop based on
narrative details of workplace experiences, it is significantly limited in its generalizability. The
practices that a group of nursing students describe as giving them a sense of psychological safety
in their medical training may not directly translate to a technology startup, or to a government
agency conducting national security operations.

Because of small sample sizes, potential sampling concerns (e.g., not random, not stratified
across organizational roles, etc.), and the difficulty of comparing the narrative experiences
described in one team to those described in another, qualitative studies do not possess the crucial
statistical explanatory power of larger quantitative analyses. While interviews with a relatively
small number of individuals may a). shed important light on practical steps that could be taken to
improve an organization’s climate of psychological safety and b). provide important grounding
for models, they are still limited in the extent to which they can represent the experiences of
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employees in other work units or organizations, and even the experiences of individuals in the
same work units or organizations as interview participants.

With respect to the quantitative portion of the study, my assessment examines the association of
workplace factors (including psychological safety) with the key personnel outcomes of job
satisfaction, evaluations of a team’s work quality, and personnel intentions to remain with or
leave their organization. These three factors, to my knowledge, have not been collectively
assessed for DHS personnel in published research in any way that explicitly accounts for the role
of psychological safety. While prior work has examined issues such as employee engagement at
DHS, retention intentions of federal workers on the whole, the relationship between
psychological safety and customer satisfaction at GSA, and between leadership behaviors and
psychological safety perceptions at the VHA, there has been no comprehensive account of
foundational components of the workplace environment, to include psychological safety, and the
three aforementioned outcomes for DHS personnel.

Regarding the qualitative portion of the study, my assessment inquires after the role that
psychological safety plays in shaping employee views on their workplace, including their overall
job satisfaction, their team and individual performance, and their retention intentions. It does so
both explicitly, as well as indirectly through interview questions that prompt individuals to share
narrative detail about their experiences of disagreements, mistakes, and risk-taking in the DHS
environment. No published literature of which I am aware explicitly addresses DHS employee
experiences of psychological safety through qualitative research, as well as how those
experiences impact organizational and individual outcomes.

Each method in my approach builds on prior efforts for the purpose of providing greater depth
and breadth of understanding of federal personnel outcomes, and each method increases the
strength of the overall analysis because of the way it addresses concerns associated with an
exclusive use of the other method. Quantitative modeling accounts for the broad range of
employee experience that larger data sets are uniquely equipped to speak to, while even a limited
number of semi-structured interviews offers vital theoretical grounding for a model of
psychological safety for public sector workers, and especially those in high-stakes, national
security-focused roles, such as DHS personnel.

The data sources, methods, and methodological objections described are each considered in the
context of my research questions, which seek after the state of psychological safety within DHS
and its associations with personnel outcomes; the degree to which personnel are aware of
policies and procedures addressing interpersonal engagement in the workplace; and barriers to
psychological safety in DHS. These areas of inquiry require some degree of connective tissue—
namely, a large amount of quantitative data and narrative feedback from current personnel. My
methods, data sources, and consideration of objections are therefore geared toward the
connections between these specific questions, making as much use as I can of available
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quantitative data while sharpening analysis through conversations with DHS personnel. I do not
believe I could successfully approach these questions—or overcome objections to my
approach—in the complete absence of either survey data analysis or interviews with personnel. I
believe the subject and the size of the organization are both too broad to be credibly modeled
without the joint strength of at least some quantitative work and at least some qualitative work.
By design, a multi-method approach is utilized to address the connected nature of my questions.
Available survey data is suitable for the study because it provides a granular, large-N picture of
the sentiments of DHS personnel (as well as all surveyed Very Large agency personnel for
comparison), accounting for demographic differences and sampling discrepancies. Qualitative,
exploratory interviews are suitable for this study because they represent robust, detailed, real-
world personnel experiences that inform understanding of how psychological safety is actually
experienced by DHS personnel, and how those concrete experiences could further refine
statistical modeling. This blend of substantial quantitative information from a large sample of
employees and individuals who are currently in a DHS working environment provides a
mutually reinforcing approach. It is one tailored to address research questions concerned with
broad awareness of personnel sentiments and practical examples of personnel experiences,
whether positive or negative, with psychological safety in a federal workplace.

Data Sources

Beyond the literature reviewed to set parameters for this dissertation’s approach, three data
sources are utilized. Given that the approach is mixed-methods, two data sources are
quantitative, and one is qualitative.

For my initial quantitative analysis, I use the results of the Office of Personnel Management’s
(OPM) 2022 Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey, a survey instrument “designed to assess the
climate of Federal agencies” (U.S. Office of Personnel Management, circa 2022, p. 6). The
individual-level results of each year’s FEVS are made publicly available as a downloadable
Excel data file on the OPM website, and they are typically released several months into the
following calendar year. Responses are anonymous, with each response row assigned a
numerical ID. Given that work on this dissertation began in early 2023, I used the 2022 data file,
which was the most recently published set of survey results at the time. The 2022 FEVS is
comprised of 122 items, the majority of which prompt individuals to provide responses on a one
to five ordinal scale characterized as “strongly disagree” up to “strongly agree.” The questions
are concerned with a range of workplace considerations, from relationships with supervisors, to
performance evaluations, to overall workplace perceptions, to inclusion efforts. In addition to the
ordinal survey questions, the FEVS includes a battery of demographic questions for individuals
to answer, including, for example, ethnicity, length of employment tenure, sex, and veteran
status. The Office of Personnel Management notes that “sample design and statistical weighting
for the OPM FEVS ensures that the survey results are statistically representative” at both the
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overall federal level and at the agency level (circa 2022, p. 2). Additionally, OPM provides
sample weights for responses as a component of published survey results, in order to reduce bias
that could emerge in its sampling process (U.S. Office of Personnel Management, circa 2022, p.
25).

For my second quantitative analysis, I utilized the publicly available 2023 FEVS data file, given
the additional value of a question that was added (regarding employees needing to secure
permission to perform work tasks) for the 2023 survey. Though with fewer items overall (91 in
total), the general characteristics of the 2023 FEVS are the same as those of the 2022 FEVS,
including the demographic questions included (U.S. Office of Personnel Management, undated).
While the 2023 FEVS added several relevant items, it also removed two items of interest.

For qualitative analysis, my data source was notes from four exploratory, semi-structured
interviews with current DHS personnel working in a single DHS component. To facilitate these
interviews, several steps were required. I submitted an application and research plan within
RAND for approval from RAND’s Human Subjects Protection Committee (HSPC) to conduct
semi-structured interviews with DHS personnel, and after initial review, HSPC approved the
study (specifically, exempting the study from further review). This research plan included
measures to ensure that interviews were anonymous and confidential (both at the individual and
component level) in order to protect participant identities and avoid the singling out of findings
related to a specific DHS component. It included using a randomly generated identification
number instead of any individual names in interview note files, as well as avoiding mention of
any of the component’s name or component-specific work tasks in my monograph. Additionally,
data protection measures were enacted such that participant contact information (aside from
initial receipt of this information from DHS personnel) was stored exclusively on a password
protected Excel file maintained on RAND hardware.

After receiving HSPC exemption from further review, with the assistance of my RAND
dissertation committee members and additional RAND staff with relevant knowledge, I
identified and established connections with individuals working at several DHS components to
inquire about the possibility of interview participation from employees in their components.
Ultimately, participation was only secured with individuals in a single component. As part of this
process, my interview protocol was shared with the DHS HQ Office of Public Affairs,
specifically the Prepublication Review Office. The Prepublication Review office confirmed that
both it and the DHS Office of General Counsel (OGC) had reviewed the interview questions, had
no issues with them, and that the Prepublication Review office had instructed potential
participants requesting permission to participate that there were no issues with participation,
provided that the participant secured supervisor approval and any guidance on topics that could
be addressed. The interviews were anonymous and confidential, meaning that no individual
names or specific DHS components are associated with responses presented in this monograph,
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and that findings are primarily utilized to highlight relevant points of motivation for further
modeling and analysis. Before proceeding with interviews, I shared standard informed consent
information with the participants—most importantly, that their participation was voluntary, that
their names and components would not be shared (i.e., that participation was confidential), and
that [ would not share with DHS officials which individuals did or did not elect to participate.
Having provided this information to participants, verbal consent to participate in the interview
was obtained before proceeding.

The interviews were roughly one hour in length, and they covered several aspects of
psychological safety that could provide narrative context and practical insight to complement
survey data results. These aspects included perceptions about the quality of workplace
relationships, the ways in which disagreements and mistakes are managed, the degree of risk-
taking that is tolerated or encouraged, and the impact of the psychological safety climate on the
individual’s job satisfaction, perceptions of individual and team performance, and retention
intentions.

Methods

For quantitative methods, I begin with the 2022 OPM FEVS data set. I develop scale measures of
commonly considered drivers of workplace outcomes using the FEVS data, relying on a
Cronbach’s alpha of roughly 0.8 as my threshold for scale reliability. Analysts have commonly
recommended an alpha of 0.7 and above as reasonable support for scale reliability, while others,
including one of my committee members, suggested using 0.8 as a rough cutoff point for
reliability (Goforth, 2015; Tavakol and Dennick, 2011; Taber, 2018). As with other quantitative
studies described earlier, I utilize simple linear and logistic regression analyses to compare the
associations of various workplace factors and demographic descriptors with three personnel
outcomes of interest: job satisfaction, perceptions of team work quality, and retention intentions.
Of note, these outcomes of interest are sentiments and not behaviors, meaning that I do not
assess, for instance, which employees separated from DHS, or how DHS teams have performed
relative to an externally determined set of metrics.

For qualitative research, four exploratory, semi-structured interviews provide real-world
contextual grounding for my model. Questions were developed through initial research on
psychological safety, my own assessment of feedback I believed would be most helpful to elicit
from public sector employees, and review by my committee, comprised of individuals with
extensive work experience with the Department of Homeland Security and research expertise in
fields of federal personnel management and social psychology. In discussions with DHS
personnel, participants shared observations and experiences related to psychological safety in
their workplaces, offering essential narrative information to improve my analytical model, and
prompting additional thought about key questions of consideration in my assessment of
psychological safety. Because of my limited sample size, I did not complete a full thematic
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analysis with coding as may be traditionally done with larger data sets in qualitative research.
Responses were treated as exploratory, with emergent themes identified for theoretical grounding
and quantitative model revision. I identified themes based on two aspects of the interviews: the
connection of responses to the topics of question groups, such as how disagreements are
addressed, or how interpersonal relationships impact job satisfaction and performance; and
common insights found across responses not specifically tied to the original questions, such as
the role of leadership in cultivating psychological safety.

Following these interviews, I utilize the 2023 OPM FEVS data set for two additional analyses.
The first incorporates interview themes and questions made available in the 2023 FEVS to refine
the initial quantitative model through a simplified conception of leadership. The second
comprises exploratory factor analysis, motivated by initial data analysis and exploratory
interviews, to determine whether broader underlying factors, including interpersonal factors,
undergird the variables analyzed in regression analysis. Indeed, as researchers have noted on
work developing scales, reliability (the extent to which different item measurements repeatedly
return common results) is not the same as validity (the extent to which a question or scale is
measuring that which is supposed to be measured) (Taber, 2018). Exploratory factor analysis is
valuable insofar as it bolsters the claim that psychological safety really does make a meaningful
contribution to the phenomena being captured in FEVS data. This analysis in Chapter 7 is guided
by conversations with my committee and the approach outlined in 2018 by educational
psychologist Marley Watkins.

Research Limitations

There are reasonable concerns that could be raised regarding limitations to this study’s approach.
The following paragraphs name and address these concerns directly.

A first potential concern with the selected approach is that the scales used for relevant workplace
phenomena, including not just psychological safety but also other workplace factors, are invalid
constructs. This is a common critique of psychological safety papers that do not use
Edmondson’s validated instrument for measuring psychological safety. My response is twofold:
While the scale I utilize for psychological safety is not Edmondson’s validated measure, scholars
regularly develop similar, but not identical, scales specified to their research questions, but based
on Edmondson’s items. As such, a bespoke scale is not a meaningful break from practice in the
field. Moreover, each scale, for both psychological safety and other independent control
variables, is closely connected to literature that justifies inclusion, and reliably holds together in
Cronbach’s alpha testing. Second, there is an unavoidable tradeoff involved in the use of OPM
FEVS data. The questions incorporated in the OPM FEVS are not identical to Edmondson’s
scale items, but they have a high degree of linguistic and conceptual similarity. The development
of a scale using copious amounts of available data thus provides an opportunity to assess a
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phenomenon that simply could not otherwise be assessed in the federal context. It is a choice to
accept the possibility of some limitations in interpretation in exchange for the ability to utilize a
remarkably rich data set with a significant number of observations.

A second possible limitation is the absence of a team-level construct for psychological safety. As
noted in Chapter 3, though, scholars frequently assess psychological safety as an individual-level
construct, meaning this approach is not a meaningful break from practice in the field. A similar
tradeoff to the one described immediately above is present here. The lowest level of team
distinction OPM publicly provides, primarily to ensure respondent anonymity, is the parent
agency (e.g., DHS, DoD). I requested a data file with team-level breakdowns from OPM, but due
to identification concerns, OPM was unwilling to share any team-level data. As a result, given
the choice between data with agency distinctions (but no lower-level team information) or no
data at all, I proceeded with just the publicly available data file.

A third potential concern associated with this study’s approach is that it does not use a
longitudinal measure of psychological safety, ultimately limiting the ability to discern if
psychological safety is associated with personnel outcomes over time. For example, a single
survey could catch a DHS employee on an especially good day, or on an especially bad day,
skewing results from a baseline of typical sentiments. Furthermore, because OPM FEVS does
not publish employee responses linked to the same individual across years, there is no way to
meaningfully connect the sentiments of individual employees over time. Finally, because cross
sectional data is used, there is limited connection that can be made between sentiments and
behavior, such as whether an employee actually separates after expressing an intention to leave.
While this limitation on understanding behaviors is important to recognize, it does not reduce the
insight that “snapshot” data provide into the relationships between an individual’s sentiments
about their work environment and personnel outcomes that are still of interest to managers.

Connected to this limitation is the fact that the OPM FEVS is comprised primarily of subjective
evaluations, rather than external measures of individual or team behaviors or outcomes. For
example, employee assessments of the work quality of one’s team, or considerations of whether
one will leave a current organization, are not the same as analyses of specified performance
metrics or separation data. More objective metrics could shed light on behavioral outcomes, not
just employee sentiments. Nevertheless, because this kind of information is not available in
currently published sources—most especially at the scale of the OPM FEVS—I accept measures
of sentiments (as opposed to behaviors) as a limiting, but not a discrediting, factor on my
analysis. Employees are likelier than almost anyone other than their managers or outside analysts
with access to performance data and organizational performance metrics to be able to speak to
how well an individual’s team works. While employee assessments are subjective, they are
nevertheless the only widely available assessments based on regular exposure to the work of
team employees in question.
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A penultimate concern is that in my analysis, I do not treat psychological safety as a mediating
variable. As described in Chapter 2, some scholars view psychological safety as a means for
improving other facets of team function that enhance performance, while others have treated it as
a factor that directly impacts outcomes. It is indeed possible that psychological safety plays a
mediating role for DHS and Very Large federal agency personnel outcomes, rather than a direct
one. For purposes of model consistency across analysis of three different outcomes of interest,
though, and as an initial effort to explore associations between psychological safety federal
personnel outcomes, I reserve questions of mediation for future study.

Finally, there are generalizability limitations regarding the sample size of exploratory interviews
with DHS personnel, given that they are non-representative of a workforce with hundreds of
thousands of employees. It would not be sound to make generalizations for several reasons.
These include that comments come from only four individuals; that those individuals come from
the same component, potentially representing a view not shared by personnel in other
components; and that a selection issue arises in which sampling for interviews was not random,
and in which interviews were only conducted with individuals who were willing to speak with
me. These interviews, while providing essential narrative context to begin to understand the
experiences of DHS personnel, should only be viewed as exploratory.

On the whole, potential limitations on the scope of the applicability of this research primarily
include measurement differences (i.e., independently developed scales and individual-level
measures of psychological safety) and data restrictions (i.e., no longitudinal or behavioral data,
generalizability concerns). While these limitations are important to recognize to avoid over-
interpretation of findings, they do not substantially diminish the value of utilizing a vast and rich
personnel data set, or of engaging in exploratory interviews with DHS personnel to ground
quantitative modeling in the reality of current employee experience.
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Chapter 5. Initial Survey Data Analysis

The 2022 OPM FEVS data file is publicly available and downloadable as a Microsoft Excel file
(U.S. Office of Personnel Management, undated). Because my primary agency of interest is the
Department of Homeland Security, which is one of six Very Large federal agencies, I retained
and analyzed responses from the employees of all six Very Large agencies, but not those in
smaller agencies.

The six Very Large agencies are:

e Department of Agriculture (USDA)

e Department of Defense (DoD)

e Department of Health and Human Services (HHS)
e Department of Homeland Security (DHS)

e Department of Justice (DOJ)

e Department of the Treasury (Treasury)

I removed entries from smaller agencies—those with fewer than 75,000 employees—and loaded
the row-level responses into Stata for cleaning and analysis.

Data Preparation and Missing Responses

The 2022 FEVS data file is substantial in size, with more than 550,000 individuals providing at
least some responses to the survey’s questions. When considering only Very Large federal
agencies, this number is still quite significant; more than 390,000 federal employees provided at
least some responses.

The majority of questions in the 2022 FEVS call for an ordinal response, with participants rating
their agreement with a statement on a 1 to 5 Likert scale of agreement, with 1 typically being the
negative response (i.e., “strongly disagree” with the statement) and 5 typically being the most
positive response (i.e., “strongly agree” with the statement). A small number of questions,
primarily related to demographics, ask for a categorical response. For example, individuals could
share the length of tenure as federal employees, whether 0-10 years, 10-20 years, or 20+ years.

Data Cleaning

Once the FEVS data file was loaded in Stata, I performed data cleaning measures before running
commands to execute my model. I treated blank responses and (where applicable) “X” responses
(which served to indicate “Do not know,” “No basis to judge,” and “Not applicable”) the same,
namely as empty cells. 23% of questions had no “X” responses. 60% of questions had an “X”
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response for between 0% and 5% of respondents, and 11% of questions had an “X” response for
between 5% and 10% of respondents. Additionally, string variables were encoded for relevant
items to facilitate use in regression analysis.

I utilized each of the individual demographic identifiers available in the FEVS file, excepting
one change to combine the Race and Hispanic Origin question results to eliminate redundancies
that could confuse regression results. A full list of demographic categories and sub-categories are
included in Appendix A. The overall categories are as follows:

e Federal Agency

e Race/Ethnicity

e Disability Status

e Age Group

e Supervisory Status (i.e., the individual is a supervisor)
e Length of Federal Tenure

e Sex

e Military Service Status (i.e., the individual has served in the military)

Addressing Missing Responses

Given the significant number of survey questions in each FEVS, there is a low likelihood of
individuals answering every single question. When surveying total responses, tabulations of fully
completed rows of survey response data indicate that, while many surveys were close to fully
completed, practically none were in their entirety. For instance, over half (54%) of the more than
390,000 respondents answered at least 93% of all survey questions. Over 81% of respondents
answered at least 88% of survey questions, and over 90% of respondents answered at least 82%
of survey questions. In other words, there is a high rate of response within individual surveys, but
the number of entirely completed surveys is effectively zero.

For purposes of data analysis, my aim is to make as effective a use as I can out of mostly
complete data. To that end, I utilize two separate approaches to fill empty responses for all
questions except outcomes of interest, which in this case are overall job satisfaction, retention
intentions, and assessments of one’s team’s work quality. In one approach, I utilize column
means to fill empty responses; in the other, I utilize available demographic information and a
simple linear regression to predict individual responses that are otherwise empty. If, for example,
I opted for a decision rule, such as requiring a 90% completion rate, I would lose roughly 30% of
sample responses. If I opted for an 85% completion rate decision rule, I would still lose roughly
10% of sample responses. However, by imputing responses, [ am able to generate a complete
data set for all ordinal responses that is the product of a mostly complete data set.
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Means Approach

For a simple means approach to filling empty responses, three steps are required. The first is to
group relevant items into appropriate scales (a step that will be discussed at length later in this
chapter and in Appendix B) for psychological safety and other control variables. Second, I assess
the completion rate of items within that particular scale. For instance, were 6 of the scale’s 8
items completed? 3 out of 8? Third, depending on the completion rate of items in a scale, |
impute a value to empty items. If 50% or more of the items included in the scale are already
completed, I impute the mean of already completed scale items; alternatively, if less than 50% of
items included in the scale are completed, I impute the mean of the column in question. If an
individual has addressed the majority of relevant items, and given the high degree of correlation
between scale items (discussed in the following sections), it is helpful to fill empty items with
roughly representative information derived from responses already provided by the individual.
But if the majority of responses have not been provided, rather than assume that one response
suffices to represent, say, eight responses, column means provide an “average” person’s view on
the matter. Therefore, in a means approach, a simple column mean is imputed for empty scale
items in which the majority of items are incomplete, whereas a mean of the individual’s existing
responses to a scale’s items is imputed to empty responses when half or more of the scale’s items
have been completed.

Predicted Values Approach

A predicted values approach functions in the same way as the means approach in terms of its
decision rules for empty responses within scales. Specifically, when a respondent completed 50%
or more of the items in a scale, the average of those responses was used to complete the
remaining blank questions. If a respondent completed fewer than 50% of the questions in a scale,
a response was imputed by predicting the expected value of that response via simple linear
regression, given the individual’s demographic profile. Specifically, I regressed each item with
an ordinal response on eight demographic variables: Agency, Race/Ethnicity, Disability Status,
Age, Supervisor Status, Federal Tenure, Sex, and Military Service. I subsequently generated a
predicted value for each of those questions using those regression estimates.

Ultimately, the difference in regression outcomes between these two approaches was negligible
(i.e., differences were in the thousandths place of digits for the significant majority of regression
estimates), so I only show estimates for the predicted values approach in the body of the
dissertation text. Mean values approach results are included in Appendix C.

Finally, before conducting analysis, all non-categorical, non-binary variables were normalized to
simplify interpretation of results. Regressions consequently used z-scores for scales and
individual ordinal variables of interest, while categorical and binary variables were maintained as
such. Specific outcome interpretations are clarified later in this chapter.
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Psychological Safety Scale and Model

As already outlined, Amy Edmondson’s original effort to address psychological safety in an
organizational context yielded a critical output, namely a validated scale for the psychological
safety construct. Since its publication, that scale has been used by many scholars in papers on
psychological safety, though others have developed their own scales. In the case of the FEVS,
the seven questions utilized by Edmondson to measure psychological safety are not explicitly
incorporated, which means that a scale must be developed. Edmondson’s 7-item scale is
comprised of the following items (1999, p. 382):

If you make a mistake on this team, it is often held against you.

Members of this team are able to bring up problems and tough issues.

People on this team sometimes reject others for being different.

It is safe to take a risk on this team.

It is difficult to ask other members of this team for help.

No one on this team would deliberately act in a way that undermines my efforts.

Nk w D=

Working with members of this team, my unique skills and talents are valued and utilized.

At a theoretical level, the scale touches on several important issues, including punishment (or
fear of it), the inability to voice disagreements, and the rejection or undermining of team
members because of differences, especially regarding work tasks. The items touch on the
presence or absence of specific behaviors. For instance, do team members actually bring up
problems and tough issues with one another? Is punishment the typical response to a mistake?
Items also address anticipated responses to specific behaviors. For instance, do individuals
believe they can safely take a professional risk while working with a team? While the 2022
FEVS does not include the items in Edmondson’s scale verbatim, it does incorporate questions
that speak to these key concepts, oftentimes using similar language. To build a psychological
safety scale for regression analysis of FEVS data, the items that most closely appear to align with
that theoretical grounding are incorporated into a scale with specific focus on a). behavioral
matters, such as the absence of arbitrary punishment when a form of wrongdoing is identified,
and b). anticipated responses to specific behaviors, such as not being afraid of reprisal for
reporting wrongdoing. Ultimately, seven items in the 2022 FEVS appear to best address these
essential theoretical aspects of psychological safety. The items chosen for inclusion were
incorporated because each either nearly mirrors language of Edmondson’s scale or, in the cases
where it does not, touches on what existing literature suggests is a fundamental theoretical
foundation of the psychological safety construct. The 2022 FEVS items incorporated in the scale
(a 1to 5 Likert scale of agreement, rated from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”), and
reasons for their inclusion, are:

1. My talents are used well in the workplace. Reason for inclusion: Tracks closely with
Edmondson item 7, emphasizing that what an individual uniquely offers an
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organization—including the possibility of views and abilities that are different from
others—is utilized.

1 can disclose a suspected violation of any law, rule or regulation without fear of
reprisal. Reason for inclusion: Tracks closely with Edmondson item 1, emphasizing that
punishment is not a typical group response. While Edmondson’s language of “mistakes”
differs from FEVS language involving the reporting of violations of rules and
regulations, I believe the concept that is perhaps most central to the construct of
psychological safety—that individuals believe they can be transparent about or report
errors or acts of wrongdoing without fear of retribution—is embedded in both.
Employees in my work unit incorporate new ideas into their work. Reason for inclusion:
Tracks closely with Edmondson item 4, emphasizing that trying something new, which
can include taking some form of professional risk despite an unknown outcome, is at
least tolerated, if not encouraged, in a team.

Employees in my work unit treat me as a valued member of the team. Reason for
inclusion: Tracks closely with Edmondson item 7, emphasizing an individual’s sense that
the skills and abilities they contribute are valued in the team with which they work. While
skills and talents are not explicitly mentioned (as they are in the first item included here),
the specific language of being valued matches Edmondson’s scale.

I am comfortable expressing opinions that are different from other employees in my
work unit. Reason for inclusion: Tracks closely with Edmondson item 2, emphasizing
that frank conversations (“bring up problems and tough issues” in Edmondson,
“expressing opinions that are different” in FEVS) can be held in the workplace.

In my work unit, people's differences are respected. Reason for inclusion: Tracks
closely with Edmondson item 3, emphasizing that individual differences are not a cause
for personal rejection within an organization.

In my organization, arbitrary action, personal favoritism and/or political coercion are
not tolerated. Reason for inclusion: Tracks closely with Edmondson item 6, emphasizing
that steps taken to undermine individuals are not tolerated. While Edmondson’s
“undermine” language differs from the FEVS’ “arbitrary action” and “political coercion”
language, for instance, both involve a deliberate step to negatively influence the work or
professional decisions an individual might take on or make.

Of the items in Edmondson’s 7-item scale, there is only one (“It is difficult ask other members of

this team for help.”) that does not appear to have a linguistically or theoretically grounded

pairing in the FEVS. While some FEVS items do address information sharing in teams, the kind

of power dynamic that underlies psychological safety, in which a specific behavior is placed in

context with a response or anticipated response, is lacking. For example, one item in the 2022

FEVS explicitly addresses communication between team members (“Employees in my work unit

share job knowledge”), but it is missing the power dynamic component relevant to psychological
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safety—not just that individuals share information, but that the specific act of asking for help,
which places one person in a position of social vulnerability relative to another, does not result in
anticipation of or actual retribution, no matter how minor it may be.

Before utilizing the scale, it is also important to determine that the included questions do not
elicit highly varying responses. Effectively, responses to items should be similar enough to
warrant the combination of those questions in a scale. When assessing the Cronbach’s alpha for
the reliability of my psychological safety scale, these seven items return a reliability coefficient
of 0.89—well above a threshold of 0.8, often considered a high enough bar to clear for items to
be utilized in a scale.

To operationalize my psychological safety scale, the model incorporates psychological safety
into regression analysis that accounts for a number of influencing factors in personnel literature,
and that controls for individual demographic profiles. While some previous literature treats
psychological safety as a phenomenon the impact of which is mediated by other variables, other
literature treats it as a construct with direct impact on relevant workplace outcomes. In this
analysis, | take the latter approach, in part to see if psychological safety appears to play any
distinct role in correlations with my three personnel outcomes of interest: job satisfaction,
retention intentions, and individual assessments of a unit’s work quality. Given the general
absence of literature that assesses the psychological safety construct in the DHS context, I argue
there is utility in initially comparing a direct association of psychological safety against a direct
association of many other factors that often drive workforce outcomes, especially with respect to
how significant its associations might be in both relative and absolute terms.

With the components of the psychological safety scale defined and assessed for reliability, I now
turn to the remaining scales to be utilized as independent variables.

Eight Personnel-Relevant Scales

Job satisfaction, retention, and team performance are not determined exclusively by the presence
or absence of psychological safety. Nor are they determined exclusively by a single other factor,
or even by a small number of factors. Decades of research demonstrate that many personnel
outcomes in organizations are impacted by a range of discrete factors. Given the significant and
differentiated number of factors found to influence these outcomes, and the substantial sample
size in the FEVS data set, my model incorporates many of them, rather than limiting analysis, as
others have done, to a small handful of variables that, in my view, may assign too much
significance to outcome drivers that would otherwise emerge as less significant when accounting
for more factors that research has shown to affect personnel outcomes. Examples include two
studies that examine “empowerment” (effectively, an employee’s level of autonomy and
decisionmaking input or authority) as the variable of interest relative to impact on federal
employee retention intentions, but that do not incorporate several other factors that are routinely
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highlighted in literature as drivers of personnel outcomes (Sabharwal et al., 2019; Kim and
Fernandez, 2017). While useful in exploring the effect of a small set of outcome drivers, there is
a clear interpretation limitation when many other factors present in workplaces are not fully
accounted for.

Developing Scales

From a broad review of drivers of personnel outcomes of interest, many factors emerge as
relevant. These include more relationally focused areas of work, such as views on leadership and
colleagues, more professionally focused areas of work, such as development opportunities and
autonomy, and more materially focused areas of work, such as compensation satisfaction. Each
driver has broad relevance for all three of this study’s outcomes of interest. An appropriately
broad model of factors that accompany a psychological safety scale is therefore comprised of
each of those elements of workplace experiences.

Because a substantial amount of literature connects each of the identified workplace factors to
job satisfaction, team performance, and retention, enumerating every grouping of meta-analyses
and individual studies would take an excessive amount of text. As a way of summarizing, a brief
list and comment on each scale is provided with a small number of representative citations,
followed by a summary table. A complete explanation of scales and relevant studies is provided
in Appendix B. The summary table offers a topline explanation of the scale categories
constructed for the model, the aspects of each scale captured by extant literature, and the 2022
FEVS items included in each scale. Each question item uses a 1-5 Likert scale and addresses
agreement with a given statement or asks about degree of satisfaction, with anchoring text of
either “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” or “very dissatisfied” to “very satisfied.”

e Career Development, which is concerned with opportunities individuals have to grow
professionally in their workplaces. It is most commonly found to be positively related to
outcomes of interest (Arian, Soleimani, and Oghazian, 2018; Agho, Mueller, and Price,
1993).

e Autonomy, which is concerned with the ability of individuals to participate in and
influence or make decisions that directly impact their work experience and tasks. It is
most commonly found to be positively related to outcomes of interest (Pacheco and
Webber, 2016; Khalid and Nawab, 2018).

e Colleagues, which is concerned with the general nature of relationships with peers in the
workplace (as opposed to psychological safety-specific risk-taking behaviors). It is most
commonly found to be positively related to outcomes of interest. (i.e., Generally positive
relationships with coworkers improves personnel outcomes.) (Connolly and Viswesvaran,
2000; van Ham et al., 2006).

e Compensation Satisfaction, which is concerned with the degree to which individuals
believe they are paid fairly. Study of this workplace factor has produced varying results
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related to its impact on outcomes of interest. Still (and perhaps even because of this lack
of clear consensus), it is regularly considered in assessments of key drivers of workplace
outcomes (Cantarelli, Belardinelli, and Belle, 2016; Gaertner, 1999).

Institutional Fit, which is concerned with the extent to which employees align with the
mission of their organization and the goals and tasks of their specific jobs. It is most
commonly found to be positively related to outcomes of interest (Alegre, Mas-Machuca,
and Berbegal-Mirabent, 2016; Homberg, McCarthy, and Tabvuma, 2015).

Job Clarity, which is concerned with whether employees have a clear sense of what is
expected of them on the job in terms of tasks, timelines, and priorities. It is most
commonly found to be positively related to outcomes of interest (Jung, 2014; House and
Rizzo, 1972).

Leadership, which is concerned with the general nature of relationships with superiors in
the workplace. It is most commonly found to be positively related to outcomes of interest
(i.e., generally positive relationships with leaders improves personnel outcomes)
(Specchia et al., 2021; Azanza, Moriano, and Molero, 2013).

Workload, which is concerned with the amount of work given to an employee relative to
their available time resources and role and compensation status within an organization. It
is most commonly found to be negatively related to outcomes of interest (i.e., the greater
an individual’s workload relative to their time resources and compensation rate, the
worse outcomes will be) (Cantarelli, Belardinelli, and Belle, 2016; Shockley, Smith, and
Knudsen, 2017; Agho, Muuller, and Price, 1993).

As an additional comment before summarizing the scales, each set of FEVS items selected for

scale inclusion was tested for reliability. They returned Cronbach’s alpha values of no lower than

0.76 and no higher than 0.94, meaning no measure of reliability reached 0.95, the degree of

correlation often considered an acceptable upper bound alpha value (Tavakol and Dennick,

2011).
Table 5.1 Model Scales, Literature Descriptors, and FEVS Questions
Scale Literature Descriptors Related 2022 FEVS Items
(Cronbach’s
Alpha)
Career Recognition and rewards; e [ am given a real opportunity to improve my skills
Development | training, coaching, and in my organization.

(0.94) professional development; e [ have a clear idea of how well I am doing my job.
feedback; promotion e In my work unit, differences in performance are
opportunities recognized in a meaningful way.
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Leadership
(0.91)

Institutional
Fit

(0.91)

Supervisory support; good-
quality relationships; stable
and encouraging leadership
personality; skill in
navigating an
organization’s management
challenges

Public service motivation;
person-job fit; person-
organization fit; person-
organization mission
and/or goal alignment

Employees are recognized for providing high
quality products and services.

Supervisors in my work unit support employee
development.

My supervisor provides me with constructive
suggestions to improve my job performance.

My supervisor provides me with performance
feedback throughout the year.

How satisfied are you with the recognition you
receive for doing a good job?

I have similar access to advancement opportunities
(e.g., promotion, career development, training) as
others in my work unit.

My supervisor provides opportunities fairly to all
employees in my work unit (e.g., promotions,
work assignments).

In my work unit, excellent work is similarly
recognized for all employees (e.g., awards,
acknowledgements).

I feel encouraged to come up with new and better
ways of doing things.

My supervisor listens to what I have to say.

My supervisor treats me with respect.
Management encourages innovation.

In my organization, senior leaders generate high
levels of motivation and commitment in the
workforce.

My organization's senior leaders maintain high
standards of honesty and integrity.

Management makes effective changes to address
challenges facing our organization.

My work gives me a feeling of personal
accomplishment.

My job inspires me.

The work I do gives me a sense of
accomplishment.
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Job Clarity

(0.90)

Colleagues

(0.87)

Autonomy

(0.83)

Role ambiguity; role
conflict; clarity of
organization’s mission,
task timelines, and task
priorities

Teamwork; positive
relationships;
communication and
information sharing; trust
and cohesion; peer support

Decision participation;
decision influence;
operational independence;
personal agency

I feel a strong personal attachment to my
organization.

I identify with the mission of my organization.
It is important to me that my work contribute to
the common good.

I know what is expected of me on the job.

I know how my work relates to the agency's goals.
I have enough information to do my job well.

I receive the training I need to do my job well.
Continually changing work priorities make it hard
for me to produce high quality work.

I know what my work unit's goals are.

I have a good understanding of my organization's
priorities.

Managers communicate the goals of the
organization.

Managers promote communication among
different work units (for example, about projects,
goals, needed resources).

How satisfied are you with the information you
receive from management on what's going on in
your organization?

The people I work with cooperate to get the job
done.

Employees in my work unit share job knowledge.
Employees in my work unit make me feel |
belong.

Employees in my work unit care about me as a
person.

I can influence decisions in my work unit.
Management involves employees in decisions that
affect their work.

How satisfied are you with your involvement in
decisions that affect your work?
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Workload Burnout and role overload; e My workload is reasonable.

(0.76) job ex}'laustion; stress; ¢ Employees in my work unit support my need to
work-life balance; balance my work and personal responsibilities.
e My supervisor supports my need to balance work
and other life issues.
e Employees in my work unit are typically under too
much pressure to meet work goals.
e Senior leaders demonstrate support for Work-Life
programs.
Compensation Pay satisfaction; pay o Considering everything, how satisfied are you with
Satisfaction | fairness; compensation your pay?
(N/A)

NOTE: Scales in Table 5.1 are ordered from highest alpha at the top to lowest alpha at the bottom.

NOTE: The full series of citations connected to each scale described in the summary table above is included in the
footnotes of the in-depth review of workplace factors driving personnel outcomes, located in Appendix B. This is to
avoid an excess of citations (of which there are more than 100, though with overlap for some scales) connected to
this summary table. An illustrative set of citations are included in the source note listed immediately below, though the
full review from which this table is created is in Appendix B.

SOURCE: Features information from Paola Cantarelli, Paolo Belardinelli, and Nicola Belle, “A Meta-Analysis of Job
Satisfaction Correlates in the Public Administration Literature,” Review of Public Personnel Administration, Vol. 36,
No. 2, 2016, pp. 115-144; Rodger W Griffeth, Peter W Hom, and Stefan Gaertner, “A meta-analysis of antecedents
and correlates of employee turnover: update, moderator tests, and research implications for the next millennium,”
Journal of Management, Vol. 26, No. 3, pp. 463-488; Alex L. Rubenstein, Marion B. Eberly, Thomas W. Lee, and
Terence R. Mitchell, “Surveying the forest: A meta-analysis, moderator investigation, and future-oriented discussion
of the antecedents of voluntary employee turnover,” Personnel Psychology, Vol. 71, No. 1, 2018, pp. 23-65; Marieke
van der Hoek, Sandra Groeneveld, and Ben Kuipers, “Goal Setting in Teams: Goal Clarity and Team Performance in
the Public Sector,” Review of Public Personnel Administration, Vol. 38, No. 4, 2018, pp. 472-493; U.S. Office of
Personnel Management, “Public Data File,” website, undated.

To reiterate, a sizeable amount of literature documents the associations between each of these
scales and personnel outcomes of interest. For purposes of readability, a full review of that

literature, including enumerated references to specific meta-analyses and studies, is located in
Appendix B.

Psychological Safety Model

With nine scales developed (one for psychological safety and eight to account for additional key
drivers of personnel outcomes), I now turn to a simple regression model to explore the statistical
significance and size effects of each. This dissertation is exploratory in nature, meaning that my
primary aim is to uncover an answer to the following questions:

e What is the climate of psychological safety within the U.S. Department of Homeland?
e To what extent is the presence or absence of psychological safety associated with key
DHS personnel outcomes of job satisfaction, retention intentions, and assessments of
team work quality?
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o Additionally, does this relationship differ in a meaningful way from other Very
Large federal agencies?

To assess these questions, simple linear and logistic regression models account for the nine
scales, demographic controls, and two individual questions assessing overall satisfaction with
first-level (i.e., immediate) supervisors and second-level (i.e., one level above immediate)
supervisors. These final two questions are incorporated to provide measures of overall leadership
quality perception that are distinct from the more behaviorally focused leadership questions
included in the scale, such as honest and integrous behavior, skill in making necessary
organizational changes, and listening behavior.

In total, the model incorporates a series of independent variables and demographic controls, in
addition to a population weighting variable. Three dependent variables are regressed on these
independent and control variables.

Table 5.2 Variables Included in Initial Quantitative Model

Independent Variables Demographic Controls Dependent Variables
Psychological Safety Agency Job Satisfaction - Considering
Career Development Race/Ethnicity everything, how satisfied are you
Autonomy Disability Status with your job?

Colleagues Age Group Work Quality - Employees in my
Compensation Supervisor Status work unit produce high-quality
Institutional Fit Federal Tenure work.

Job Clarity Sex Retention - Are you considering
Leadership Military Service leaving your organization within
Workload the next year, and if so, why?

Supervisor (1°!) Satisfaction
Supervisor (2") Satisfaction

Table 5.3, below, indicates the demographic composition of the sample of individuals from the
six Very Large agencies, comprised of 331,794 survey responses that contained fully complete
demographic profiles.

Table 5.3. Demographic Composition of Survey Sample

Variable Sample Total Percentage of Sample
Agency
DHS 63,122 19.0%
DoD 137,118 41.3%
DOJ 20,939 6.3%
HHS 43,133 13.0%
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Variable Sample Total Percentage of Sample
USDA 37,542 11.3%
uUsSDT 29,940 9.0%

Race/Ethnicity
White, non-Hispanic 210,445 63.4%
Black, non-Hispanic 46,396 14.0%
Asian, non-Hispanic 19,010 5.7%
Other, non-Hispanic 19,228 5.8%
Hispanic 36,715 11.1%

Disability Status
Reported disability 55,007 16.6%
No reported disability 276,787 83.4%

Age Group
Under 40 79,175 23.9%
40 and over 252,619 76.1%

Supervisor Status
Not a supervisor 257,658 77.7%
Supervisor 74,136 22.3%

Federal Tenure
0-10 Years 134,170 40.4%
11-20 Years 119,068 35.9%
>20 Years 78,556 23.7%

Sex
Male 180,195 54.3%
Female 151,794 45.7%

Military Service
Prior military service 102,250 30.8%
No prior military service 229,544 69.2%

The model is operationalized using the two different data sets described earlier in this chapter:
one that utilizes a predicted values approach to impute missing values, and one that utilizes a
means approach to impute missing values. Because of the similarity of results, I only present the
estimates of the predicted values approach in the body of this text. Interested readers can find
coefficient estimates of the means approach, which differ from the predicted values approach
estimates by less than 0.05 standard deviations in size effect for the vast majority of variables, in
Appendix C. Table 5.4 and Table 5.5 display estimates of two regressions. Table 5.4
operationalizes the model for all six very large agencies using predicted values to predict missing
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responses for all but the outcomes of interest. Table 5.5 operationalizes the same model, but only
for DHS respondent data, in order to account for any significant differences in significance and
size effects of the variables, including psychological safety, in DHS results compared to overall
Very Large agency findings.

The model is also operationalized using two different kinds of regressions, with important
implications for interpretation. Whereas the first two questions focusing on overall job
satisfaction and team work quality are treated as continuous variables on a 1-to-5 scale, the third
question focusing on retention intentions is a binary variable, simply treated as a “yes” or “no”
response. The implication is that variable coefficients have similar meanings for estimates related
to the first two questions, but a separate meaning for estimates related to the third. Consequently,
coefficients should not be compared across all three dependent variables. Still, the sign and
relative size effect of all estimates remain relevant; readers should simply be careful to note that
regression forms differ, and that coefficient estimates should not be interpreted identically for all
three outcomes.

With respect to simple linear regression interpretation, given normalized continuous dependent
and independent variables, coefficients for job satisfaction and team work quality estimates
should be interpreted as follows:

o Continuous independent variables: On average, for every standard deviation increase in
the value of Scale X, there is an associated (coefficient of Scale X) standard deviation
increase in the value of Dependent Variable Y.

o Categorical and dummy independent variables: On average, if an individual has
Demographic Trait 1(b-n) within Demographic Category 1, the value of Dependent
Variable Z can be expected to be (coefficient of variable Y) standard deviations different
than for an individual with baseline Demographic Trait 1(a) within Demographic
Category 1.

Regarding logistic regression interpretation utilized for the binary retention intentions variable,
given normalized continuous independent variables, coefficients for retention intention estimates
should be interpreted as follows:

o Continuous independent variables: On average, for every standard deviation increase
(decrease) in the value of Scale X, there is an associated Y numeric increase (decrease),
on a 0-1 scale, in Z, the expected likelihood that an individual will not be considering
leaving their agency.

o Categorical and dummy independent variables: On average, if an individual has
Demographic Trait 1(b-n) within Demographic Category 1, the value of Dependent
Variable Z can be expected to be (coefficient of variable Y) greater or less, on a 0-1
scale, than the value of Dependent Variable Z for an individual with baseline
Demographic Trait 1(a) within Demographic Category 1.
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Having defined appropriate interpretation, estimates, results, and analysis are presented.

Regression Estimates

All regression estimates discussed in the following results and analysis sections are included in
Table 5.4 and Table 5.5. Independent variables appear in the far-left table columns, and outcomes
of interest appear in the remaining rightward columns. Given the highly similar estimates from
the two constructed data sets, only the predicted values estimates are displayed.

Very Large Agency Personnel

For the data set including all Very Large agency personnel, sample sizes for Job Satisfaction (n =
327,544), Work Quality (n = 318,279), and Employee Retention (n = 330,761) are similar,
though not identical. The difference is accounted for by the difference in number of responses to
outcome items. Rows with empty responses for outcomes of interest were dropped.

Table 5.4. Very Large Agency Personnel Estimates — Predicted Values Imputed

Job Satisfaction Work Quality Employee Retention
Autonomy 0.125* -0.031** 0.169**
(0.003) (0.004) (0.010)
Career Development 0.112* 0.018** 0.178*
(0.004) (0.005) (0.012)
Colleagues -0.016** 0.370** -0.117*
(0.003) (0.004) (0.009)
Compensation 0.117* -0.010** 0.307*
(0.002) (0.002) (0.006)
Institutional Fit 0.419* 0.047* 0.470*
(0.003) (0.003) (0.008)
Job Clarity 0.036** 0.097** -0.134**
(0.003) (0.004) (0.010)
Leadership 0.023** -0.045** 0.076**
(0.004) (0.006) (0.013)
Workload 0.048* 0.085* 0.107**
(0.002) (0.003) (0.008)
Psychological Safety 0.051* 0.097** 0.114*
(0.004) (0.005) (0.012)
Immediate Supervisor 0.050** 0.052** 0.044*
(0.002) (0.003) (0.008)
Second Level Manager 0.045* 0.053** 0.100**
(0.002) (0.003) (0.007)
Agency
DoD -0.007* 0.079** -0.586**
(0.004) (0.005) (0.014)
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DOJ 0.006 0.038** -0.239**

(0.006) (0.008) (0.023)
HHS -0.029** 0.132* 0.009
(0.004) (0.006) (0.017)
USDA 0.004 0.070** 0.031
(0.004) (0.006) (0.017)
Treasury 0.010* 0.039** -0.025
(0.004) (0.007) (0.019)
Race/Ethnicity
Black, non-Hispanic 0.049** 0.132** -0.091**
(0.004) (0.006) (0.015)
Asian, non-Hispanic 0.004 -0.002 0.008
(0.005) (0.008) (0.024)
Other, non-Hispanic 0.028** 0.019* -0.097**
(0.006) (0.008) (0.022)
Hispanic 0.043** 0.040** -0.017
(0.004) (0.006) (0.016)
Disability Status
No Disability 0.034* -0.058** 0.194*
(0.004) (0.005) (0.014)
Age Group
40 and Over 0.032** 0.082** 0.238**
(0.004) (0.005) (0.013)
Supervisor Status
Supervisor -0.092** -0.079** -0.221**
(0.003) (0.004) (0.013)
Federal Tenure
11-20 Years -0.014* 0.025* 0.023
(0.003) (0.004) (0.012)
>20 Years 0.010** 0.055** -0.241*
(0.004) (0.005) (0.015)
Sex
Female -0.028** 0.072** -0.079**
(0.003) (0.004) (0.011)
Military Service
No Service -0.004 0.013** 0.244*
(0.003) (0.005) (0.013)
Intercept -0.024** -0.177* 0.571*
(0.005) (0.008) (0.021)
Number of observations 327,544 318,279 330,761

** p<.01, * p<.05

NOTE: Estimate table includes coefficient estimates with significance levels indicated by asterisks,
and standard errors in parentheses.
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DHS Personnel

For the DHS-exclusive personnel data set, the sample sizes for Job Satisfaction (n = 62,215),
Work Quality (n = 60,348), and Employee Retention (n = 62,979) are also similar. As with the
Very Large agency personnel data set, this difference in sample size is accounted for by
differences in response rates to items concerning the three outcomes of interest, which were not
filled with an imputed value when no response was given.

Table 5.5. DHS Personnel Estimates — Predicted Values Imputed

Job Satisfaction Work Quality Employee Retention
Autonomy 0.116* -0.024** 0.154*
(0.006) (0.009) (0.020)
Career Development 0.104** 0.044* 0.141*
(0.008) (0.011) (0.025)
Colleagues -0.027** 0.413* -0.079**
(0.006) (0.008) (0.018)
Compensation 0.120** -0.024** 0.283*
(0.003) (0.005) (0.011)
Institutional Fit 0.419* 0.063** 0.436*
(0.005) (0.007) (0.015)
Job Clarity 0.048* 0.080** -0.080**
(0.006) (0.009) (0.020)
Leadership 0.054* -0.029* 0.050
(0.009) (0.012) (0.027)
Workload 0.042** 0.110** 0.035*
(0.005) (0.007) (0.016)
Psychological Safety 0.049** 0.102** 0.127*
(0.008) (0.011) (0.025)
Immediate Supervisor 0.017** 0.024* 0.022
(0.005) (0.007) (0.015)
Second Level Manager 0.053** 0.023** 0.079**
(0.005) (0.007) (0.015)
Race/Ethnicity
Black, non-Hispanic 0.029** 0.122** -0.119**
(0.008) (0.012) (0.030)
Asian, non-Hispanic 0.001 -0.010 -0.020
(0.012) (0.018) (0.047)
Other, non-Hispanic 0.005 -0.007 -0.112*
(0.013) (0.018) (0.048)
Hispanic 0.056** -0.001 0.085**
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(0.007) (0.011) (0.028)
Disability Status

No Disability 0.063** -0.096** 0.337*
(0.009) (0.013) (0.031)
Age Group
40 and Over 0.059** 0.099** 0.357*
(0.007) (0.010) (0.026)
Supervisor Status
Supervisor -0.090** -0.042** -0.231*
(0.006) (0.009) (0.025)
Federal Tenure
11-20 Years -0.015* 0.039** 0.174*
(0.007) (0.010) (0.025)
>20 Years -0.003 0.101** -0.235**
(0.009) (0.012) (0.034)
Sex
Female -0.023** 0.088** -0.086**
(0.006) (0.009) (0.022)
Military Service
No Service -0.018* -0.021* 0.201**
(0.007) (0.010) (0.026)
Intercept -0.054** -0.130** 0.271*
(0.010) (0.015) (0.037)
Number of observations 62,215 60,348 62,979

** p<.01, * p<.05

NOTE: Estimate table includes coefficient estimates with significance levels indicated by asterisks, and
standard errors in parentheses.

Primary Results

Likely in part because of the large sample size involved, there is a high degree of statistical
significance for nearly every variable included in the model. Size effects differ significantly, both
across outcomes of interest (i.e., job satisfaction, work quality) and within outcome assessments
(i.e., size effects of independent variables vary significantly within one model looking at job
satisfaction). Five areas of results are notable.

Psychological Safety

e Psychological safety is found to have a positive, statistically significant association with
Jjob satisfaction, team work quality evaluations, and retention intentions. This is true for
all Very Large agency personnel and the isolated sample of DHS personnel. Ultimately,
this result suggests that psychological safety, independent of other commonly assessed
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drivers of personnel outcomes, has a role to play in accurately mapping the phenomena
that impact federal workforce outcomes of interest.

o Forall Very Large agency personnel, psychological safety has a positive,
moderately sized effect regarding perceptions of team work quality (0.097), and a
smaller, though still significant, effect on job satisfaction (0.051). It also has a
significant association with retention intentions (0.114), though important to note
the interpretation difference for the third outcome.

o For DHS personnel alone, there do not appear to be meaningfully different
associations between psychological safety and key outcomes among DHS and all
Very Large agency personnel.

Differentiation Across Outcomes of Interest

e Many independent variables have a strong, positive association with one or two
variables, but a very weakly positive, or even negative, association with the remainder.
This introduces a critical nuance in understanding outcomes, namely that what is good for
one outcome, such as job satisfaction, may be a non-factor or even counterproductive
with respect to another outcome, such as perceptions of team work quality.

o Autonomy in the workplace—the ability to participate in and influence courses of
action chosen by leaders—is shown to be moderately and positively related to job
satisfaction (0.125), but negatively related to perceptions of team work quality (-
0.031) for Very Large agency personnel. It is also positively and significantly
related to retention intentions (0.169). A similar finding holds in the evaluation of
DHS personnel data.

o Colleagues are found to have a very strong, positive association with perceptions
of team work quality (0.370), but a very small, negative association with job
satisfaction (-0.016) among Very Large agency personnel. This scale is also found
to have a strong, negative association with retention intentions (-0.117). A similar
finding holds for the evaluation of DHS-exclusive personnel data.

o Institutional fit is found to have a very strong, positive association with both job
satisfaction (0.419), but a much smaller, positive association with perceptions of
team work quality (0.047). It has a very strong, positive association with retention
intentions (0.470). A similar finding holds for the evaluation of DHS-exclusive
personnel data.

Job Satisfaction

o Far and away, the most significant driver of job satisfaction is Institutional Fit (0.419),
which has a size effect substantially greater than any other explanatory variable. The
next three most positively impactful variables are Autonomy (0.125), Compensation
(0.117), and Career Development (0.112), while the Supervisor Status control variable
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(i.e., whether one is a supervisor) has the most strongly negative association with job
satisfaction (-0.092). A similar finding holds for the evaluation of DHS-exclusive
personnel data, where Institutional Fit (0.419), Autonomy (0.116), Compensation (0.120),
Career Development (0.104), and Supervisor Status (-0.090) are the most positive and

negative drivers of job satisfaction, respectively.

O

Work Quality

In the Very Large agency personnel data set, significant and positive, but
relatively moderate, associations are found between Psychological Safety (0.051),
Workload (0.048), assessments of immediate (0.050) and second level (0.045)
managers.

In the DHS-exclusive data set, Leadership (0.054), second level managers
(0.053), Psychological Safety (0.049), and Job Clarity (0.048) have significant
and positive, but more moderate, associations with job satisfaction.

Besides Supervisor Status, only two other demographic control variables in the
Very Large agency personnel data set, both in the Race/Ethnicity category, return
size effects above 0.040 standard deviations. Those two are Black, non-Hispanic
(0.049) and Hispanic (0.043), indicating that, on average, individuals in these
categories report job satisfaction that is between 0.040 and 0.050 standard
deviations above average job satisfaction for White, non-Hispanic individuals.

In the DHS-exclusive assessment, only Hispanic individuals see this larger
difference (0.056), while all other groups are differentiated from White, non-
Hispanic individuals by less than 0.030 standard deviations, on average. Two
additional demographic factors also appear to play a slightly stronger role within
DHS, with individuals with no disability (0.063), an older age bracket of 40+
(0.059) noting higher job satisfaction than their counterparts, on average.

o As with job satisfaction, individual evaluations of a team’s work quality were most
strongly associated with a single variable—Colleagues (0.370)—that had a size effect
significantly greater than any other scale variable. The next three most positively
impactful variables were Psychological Safety (0.097), Job Clarity (0.097), and Workload
(0.085). These findings regarding Colleagues (0.413), Workload (0.110), Psychological
Safety (0.102), and Job Clarity (0.080) were highly similar in the DHS-exclusive data set.

O

No scales in the Very Large agency personnel data set appeared to have a strong
negative association with work quality perceptions, with the largest significant,
negative association being with the Leadership scale (-0.045). A similar finding
held for the DHS-exclusive data set, with no scale even reaching a negative size
effect stronger than -0.030.

Several demographic controls in the Very Large agency personnel data set
appeared to have a meaningful association with assessments of overall team work
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quality. This was the case with both categorical and binary variables, including
HHS (0.132), Black, non-Hispanic individuals (0.132), individuals with no
disability (-0.058), individuals age 40 and above (0.082), supervisors (-0.079),
individuals with 20+ years of federal tenure (0.055), and females (0.072). These
findings were approximately the same, though slightly larger in size effect, for all
but supervisor status in the DHS-exclusive data set.

Retention Intentions

The outcome of personnel retention intentions differs from job satisfaction and
perceptions of team work quality in terms of the number of highly impactful scale
variables, as well as in terms of the association between demographic controls and the
outcome of interest. First, two scale variables, rather than just one, in the Very Large
agency personnel data set have significant and large positive size effects on this outcome
of interest—Institutional Fit (0.470) and Compensation (0.307) are both found to be
associated with a significantly higher likelihood that individuals are not considering
leaving their organization. Second, demographic controls appear to have much stronger
associations with retention intentions relative to scale independent variables than they do
with job satisfaction or team work quality assessments.

o These findings hold for the DHS-exclusive data set, too, where Institutional Fit

(0.436) and Compensation (0.283) have substantial, positive associations with
retention intentions, as do many demographic controls.
Of additional scale variables in the Very Large agency personnel data set, Career
Development (0.178), Autonomy (0.169), Psychological Safety (0.114),
Workload, (0.107), and second level management (0.100) each have a significant
and somewhat strong association with retention intentions. Interestingly, both Job
Clarity (-0.134) and Colleagues (-0.117) had a significant and somewhat strong
negative association with retention intentions. These results were similar, though
somewhat weaker, in the DHS-exclusive data set.
The single largest effect size in the Very Large agency personnel data set came
from an Agency control variable, with DoD personnel (-0.586) on average being
significantly less likely than DHS employees to be considering remaining in their
organization. Similarly, multiple demographic controls had significant size effects
that were larger in magnitude—both positive and negative—than most of scale
variables:
= DOJ employees were significantly less likely (-0.239) than DHS
employees to intend to remain in their organization.
» Individuals reporting no disability were much likelier (0.194) to consider
staying with their organization.
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Individuals age 40 and above were much likelier (0.238) to consider
staying with their organization.

Supervisors were significantly less likely (-0.221) to intend to remain in
their organization than non-supervisors.

Individuals with more than 20 years of federal service were significantly
less likely (-0.241) than individuals with 10 or fewer years of federal
service to intend to remain in their organization.

Individuals with no prior military service were much likelier (0.244) to
consider remaining with their organization than those with prior military
service.

o Effect sizes of demographic control variables were similar or even more

pronounced in the DHS-exclusive data set with respect to retention intention

associations. These included:

Individuals reporting no disability (0.337)

Individuals age 40 and over (0.357)

Supervisors (-0.231)

Individuals with more than 20 years of federal service (-0.235)
No prior military service (0.201)

o The Race/Ethnicity demographic control included significant and negative

associations between the Black, non-Hispanic (-0.091 for Very Large agency

personnel, -0.119 for DHS personnel) and Other, non-Hispanic (-0.097 for Very

Large agency personnel, -0.112 for DHS personnel) categories and retention,

compared to White, non-Hispanic individuals.

Analysis

While not statistically significant in the Very Large agency personnel data
set, there was a significant and positive association (0.085) between the
Hispanic Race/Ethnicity category and retention intentions in the DHS-
exclusive data set.

The initial model results prompt three analytical reflections, primarily focusing on psychological

safety, the roles of more relationally-focused versus more materially-focused drivers of personnel

outcomes, and important differences that emerge between estimates for outcomes of interest.

The Importance of Psychological Safety

One of the most important questions to address in this exploratory research is also one of the

simplest: For federal workers, and DHS employees specifically, is psychological safety relevant

in considerations of what drives personnel outcomes?
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The results of this initial analysis strongly indicate that the answer to this question is, “Yes.”
Such a finding is important for several reasons. The first is that the psychological safety scale
developed for this model has explanatory value independent of other factors often considered in
literature addressing job satisfaction, retention, and team performance. In other words,
psychological safety does not appear to simply be another way of describing that leadership
behaviors in an organization, or general sentiments toward colleagues, are positive. Set apart
because of its connection to specific behaviors, psychological safety is shown, at least in this first
model, to be a phenomenon worth treating separately from other workplace factors, as much
prior research has demonstrated.

The second reason this estimate of the psychological safety scale is relevant is because it is
shown not only to be distinct from other commonly studied workplace drivers of personnel
outcomes, but to also be more strongly associated with key outcomes than most other variables

in several cases.

Take the Very Large agency personnel estimates, for example. For the outcome of Job
Satisfaction, psychological safety is the fifth most strongly associated of the 11 non-demographic
variables. And while demographic traits compare individuals against a benchmark group or
category, only one such control variable (supervisor status) of eight shows a more meaningful
difference than the association between psychological safety and job satisfaction.

For the outcome of team employee Work Quality as assessed by federal personnel, psychological
safety is the second-most strongly associated scale, trailing only Colleagues, and tied with Job
Clarity. Similar to the Job Satisfaction category, only two demographic controls contain even a
single category (HHS in “Agency,” Black, non-Hispanic in “Race/Ethnicity”) that draws a
sharper outcome distinction than psychological safety does for Work Quality.

Finally, for Employee Retention, while less strongly associated than the majority of scales,
psychological safety is still found to have a stronger association than four control variables. As
discussed earlier, demographic factors do have much stronger associations with retention
intentions than with Job Satisfaction or Work Quality.

When focusing exclusively on DHS employees, the associations between psychological safety
and outcomes of interest are generally similar as those in the Very Large agency personnel
analysis, with only modest differences in estimates. For example, psychological safety has a
stronger association with DHS personnel Job Satisfaction than three other variables (compared to
six for all Very Large agency personnel). It is third-most strongly associated with DHS personnel
Work Quality evaluations (rather than second-most for Very Large agency personnel). And
relatively speaking, it is more strongly associated with DHS-exclusive Employee Retention, with
a larger size effect than six of the included variables (compared to four of the variables in the
Very Large agency personnel data set). Overall, the role of psychological safety does not appear
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to be substantially different for DHS personnel, compared to the experiences of all Very Large
agency personnel.

What is important to note explicitly is that by failing to account for a measure of psychological
safety, researchers and managers alike will be limited in their awareness of a critical workplace
dynamic. Psychological safety is not just relevant for personnel outcomes; it is actually more
strongly associated with key personnel outcomes than many other workplace factors most
commonly considered to understand employee outcomes. If little else besides general sentiments
toward colleagues appear to be more strongly associated with work quality assessments than
psychological safety, it is critical for organizations and managers to at least understand, if not
cultivate, this interpersonal dynamic.

The importance of psychological safety suggested by the initial model’s estimates should not be
construed as a privileging of this single dynamic over others. However, it should drive home the
point that models of employee outcomes that exclude psychological safety are incomplete.

Interpersonal and Alternative Outcome Drivers

One of the most striking features of the model estimates for the Very Large agency personnel and
DHS-exclusive data sets is the distinction that emerges between the associations of outcome
drivers that are primarily interpersonal and those that are more material, individual, or task-
oriented in nature.

For example, with respect to job satisfaction, for all Very Large agency employees, and for DHS
employees specifically, Institutional Fit has the strongest relationship, and the next strongest
associations are with Autonomy, Compensation, and Career Development. While some of these
scales involve a degree of relational engagement (leaders must allow subordinates to influence
decisionmaking, supervisors must provide space and opportunity for individuals to develop and
grow within an organization), several do not meaningfully involve interpersonal engagement
(alignment with organizational mission and satisfaction with compensation are not primarily
interpersonal phenomena). Those that do are far less relational in nature than leadership
relationships, colleague relationships, and supervisor quality.

When it comes to individuals’ evaluations of team work quality, more directly relational
factors—colleague relationships, specifically—have a clearly dominant association, with a mix
of relational (Psychological Safety, Job Clarity) and task-oriented (Workload) factors also
playing a role. Notably, the less relational factors that have strong associations with Job
Satisfaction (Institutional Fit, Compensation, Career Development, Autonomy) have extremely
diminished associations with Work Quality.

Interestingly, retention intentions appear to be most strongly associated with workplace factors
that are not interpersonal in nature (Institutional Fit, Compensation), but they are also associated
with a collection of other workplace factors in a more mixed way. Autonomy, Career
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Development, and Workload have significant, positive associations with retention intentions, as
do Psychological Safety, Leadership, and evaluations of second level managers. Surprisingly,
both Colleagues and Job Clarity have significant but negative associations with retention
intentions. It is possible that these negative associations, which do not appear sensible at first
blush (Would healthy colleague relationships and a clear understanding of one’s role and
responsibilities really make an individual likelier to /eave an organization?), are being caught up
in the variance accounted for by demographic control variables. For some demographic controls,
including Disability Status, Age Group, Supervisor Status, Federal Tenure, and Military Service,
the size effect of the association with the outcome of interest substantially increases relative to
associations with independent scale variables. Because demographic factors may play a more
significant role in employee retention intentions, the scale variables may start to move in
unexpected ways. This remains a finding worthy of further exploration.

The estimates for both Very Large agency and DHS-exclusive personnel shed light on a matter
relevant for scholarly understanding of which facets of employee experiences have the strongest
associations with key outcomes. Different categories of variables—those that are more explicitly
interpersonal, and those that are more individually focused or interpersonal-adjacent in nature—
appear to have stronger or weaker associations with outcomes depending on the nature of the
outcome. What the estimates ultimately suggest is that there is a clear and meaningful distinction
between interpersonal (including psychological safety) and less-than-fully interpersonal
workplace factors as judged by the DHS workforce and personnel in Very Large agencies. What
drives federal employee outcomes in certain cases may have far more to do with an
organization’s relational environment than it does with material concerns such as compensation
satisfaction or personal fulfillment derived from work tasks and organizational mission.

Differences in Outcome Drivers

A final point of interest in this analysis is that two kinds of important size effect distinctions can
be seen in the model’s estimates. The first size effect distinction is related to the point raised by
the prior section. Stated more directly, particular workplace factors do not appear to have a
uniform impact, or even a roughly similar impact, across personnel outcomes. This observation
holds for the Very Large agency personnel data set, and the DHS-exclusive personnel data set.
Four examples illustrate the point:

e Career Development has a significant and positive association with job satisfaction, yet it
has almost no association with an individual’s evaluation of team work quality. It does
have a significant and positive association with retention intentions, too, though a
numerical comparison of size effects for all three outcomes cannot be made.

e The strength of association between a reasonable workload and job satisfaction is greater
than the association between a reasonable workload and evaluations of team work
quality.
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e Positive evaluations of Colleagues represents an essential facet of higher quality work
quality assessments, but is actually found to have not just an insignificant but rather a
negative impact on both job satisfaction and retention intentions.

e Autonomy is found to have a moderately strong, positive association with job satisfaction
but a small, negative association with team work quality assessments. It also appears to
have a moderately strong, positive association with retention intentions.

These four examples demonstrate the first size effect distinction, which is that workplace factors
do not have uniform associations with personnel outcomes, and should thus be carefully
considered in the context of the outcome with which they are being connected.

The second size effect distinction is an extension of the first, but made with a finer point
regarding coefficient signs. Model estimates show that individual workplace factors do not
uniformly impact every personnel outcome in terms of effect size, and that they do not even
uniformly impact personnel outcomes in terms of effect sign. If what is good for job satisfaction
and retention (i.e., Autonomy), is actually harmful for team work quality, organizations and
managers may face a deep and potentially unresolvable tension in their efforts to improve
multiple employee outcomes. This point must not be overlooked, because it introduces a critical
tradeoff for organizational leaders to consider in personnel management reform efforts.

Summary of Chapter 5 Findings

Utilizing available literature, OPM FEVS data, and simple linear and logistic regression
analyses, initial clarity is brought to the question of whether psychological safety has relevance
in efforts to understand public sector employee outcomes, specifically including DHS personnel.
These findings can be characterized as follows:

For DHS employees, there are significant, universally positive associations between
psychological safety and all three personnel outcomes of interest

In the initial quantitative model, psychological safety had a positive but modest association with
job satisfaction (0.049), and a stronger, positive association with work quality (0.102). It also had
a positive and statistically significant association with retention intentions (0.127).

Associations between psychological safety and personnel outcomes are broadly similar
for DHS personnel and all Very Large agency personnel

When comparing estimates of models that only use data from DHS personnel against estimates
that use data from all Very Large agency personnel, results are highly similar. Specifically, a
comparison of estimates for DHS and Very Large agency personnel reveals differences in
psychological safety coefficients of just (0.002) standard deviations for job satisfaction, (-0.005)
standard deviations for work quality, and (0.013) points for retention.
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Factors primatrily interpersonal in nature have non-uniform outcome associations

In terms of their outcome associations relative to other independent variables in the model, scales
that have a primarily interpersonal component, such as colleagues and psychological safety, do
not rank equally in importance across all outcomes. For example, colleagues (0.413) and
psychological safety (0.102) are the first- and third-ranking factors in their strength of
association with work quality among DHS personnel. However, both are well behind institutional
fit (0.419) in its strength of association with job satisfaction, with colleagues ranking last among
all non-demographic variables, and psychological safety ranking eighth.

Factors positively related to job satisfaction and retention intentions are not always
positively related to the quality of a team’s work.

Model estimates highlight an embedded tension facing managers. Autonomy is positively
associated with DHS personnel job satisfaction (0.116) and retention intentions (0.154), but it is
negatively associated with team work quality (-0.024). On a related note, institutional fit had a
very strong, positive association with job satisfaction among DHS personnel (0.419), but its
association with work quality was much less pronounced (0.063). That is to say, emphasizing one
workplace factor to improve a given outcome may have limited, or even adverse, impacts on
other outcomes.
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Chapter 6. DHS Personnel Exploratory Interviews

In order to assess and refine the model developed for DHS personnel in Chapter 5, it is necessary
to incorporate organizationally relevant context. While many studies of psychological safety
develop quantitative models, very rarely are they grounded in specific, narrative detail. To more
fully understand the ways in which psychological safety is or is not experienced by public sector
employees—especially in DHS—some form of qualitative analysis is essential. This chapter
outlines the approach to developing an instrument for semi-structured interviews, as well as
analysis of comments offered in four interviews with DHS personnel. The interviews are
exploratory, providing narrative, experiential detail that contextualizes and sharpens theoretical
and quantitative efforts to model psychological safety as a driver of DHS outcomes.

Interview Instrument

Prior qualitative research on psychological safety has often been more generic in its approach.
Questions posed to participants in interviews have minimally addressed specific work tasks and
narrower facets of psychological safety, in some cases eliciting responses simply about when
individuals felt psychologically safe, as opposed to seeking more specific understanding about
how disagreements or mistakes are addressed in a particular organization (Park and Kim, 2021;
Lyman and Mendon, 2021). Because my purpose is to draw out a more detailed understanding of
specific facets of behaviors associated with psychological safety, such as disagreements or error
reporting, I developed an interview instrument designed to address those narrower
considerations. This approach stands in contrast to qualitative approaches that have asked
individuals broader questions about times they have felt psychologically safe.

To produce the interview instrument, attention was given to aspects of psychological safety that
would be valuable to generate feedback about, as well as the characteristics that might
differentiate a role in a national security job from roles in other previously studied contexts. My
three committee members provided input and edit suggestions for an initial instrument draft
based on their expertise, prior research, and operational experience with federal personnel
management, psychology and behavioral social science literature, and DHS policy, operations,
and personnel. Upon revision, I included my interview instrument in materials submitted for
HSPC approval, which as described in Chapter 4, was ruled to be exempt from further review.

Interview Question Categories

Based on my assessment of psychological safety literature, I developed five sections of
questions, with each focused on a different area of interest. The questions themselves were
intended to elicit narrative responses about individual experiences with interpersonal dynamics
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in DHS, with specific focus on components of psychological safety. I briefly outline the
interview sections, which are reproduced in their entirety in Appendix D.

The first section of the interview inquired about the nature of the individual’s work, including
team size, tenure, general job responsibilities, and confidence in performing job duties. This final
question was included as one way of examining how general confidence might impact
perceptions of psychological safety; for example, individuals who are more confident in their
abilities may feel less afraid of voicing disagreement or taking risks.

The second section of the interview instrument focused on the individual’s experiences related to
disagreements, deliberation, and innovation at DHS. Questions revolved around how
disagreements are commonly handled, whether and how innovation is encouraged, and any kinds
of formal or informal policies that exist to facilitate open deliberation.

The third section of the interview instrument addressed admission of errors and knowledge
deficits, including both prior personal experiences and perceptions of how such circumstances
would be handled. Questions also focused on awareness of any formal policies or procedures
established for responding to mistakes made while attending to one’s professional duties.

The fourth group of questions directly assessed the connection between interviewee perceptions
of psychological safety and their job satisfaction, evaluations of individual and team work
performance, and retention intentions. Additionally, this section addressed unique barriers to
psychological safety potentially arising from the political nature of DHS’s work—specifically,
the fact that the Department and its employees must be responsive to priorities, guidance, and
legislation emerging from both the executive and legislative branches of the federal government.

The final category offered interviewees the chance to provide additional comments, identify
obstacles to success other than psychological safety, and evaluate the significance of
psychological safety as a barrier compared to other workplace challenges.

Each category of questions will be taken in turn, with notable themes and responses from the
four semi-structured, exploratory interviews highlighted.

DHS Personnel Interview Themes

Across the four interviews conducted, individuals broadly shared a sentiment that psychological
safety was a meaningful contributor to the success of work efforts, job satisfaction, and retention
intentions. Additionally, interviewees did not limit themselves to comments on psychological
safety, offering broader comment on aspects of organizational leadership and organizational
culture that affect personnel outcomes, including empowerment and accountability. To be clear,
exploratory interview findings should not be viewed as generalizable to all DHS employees. This
is because of the small sample size, the fact that individuals from just one DHS component
ultimately participated, and potential sampling concerns even from within the one component
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(i.e., non-random selection). Nevertheless, the interviews provide something that, to my
knowledge, is thus far unique in psychological safety research: narrative context from federal
personnel explicitly addressing features of psychological safety in a high-stakes (i.e., national
security-focused), public sector workplace. Interview responses therefore serve as a helpful tool
for sharpening a theoretical model of psychological safety’s role in personnel outcomes at DHS.

Introductory Questions

Of the four DHS employees interviewed, work responsibilities varied by individual, but there
were multiple points of commonality. To begin, each worked in a team context with some
regularity. While the sizes of the teams were not identical, this similarity points to the value of
understanding interpersonal and team dynamics in broader efforts to improve personnel
outcomes; individuals are not working in isolation, which means that how they interact with
others and within teams, not just their skills and abilities as individuals, will bear on
organizational outcomes. Second, each interviewee had at least some degree of experience in
their current office, which may be connected to the third point of commonality, namely that each
interviewee said they were very confident in their ability to carry out their responsibilities when

9% ¢ 9 <6

choosing from options of “not very confident,” “somewhat confident,” “confident,” or “very
confident.” Thus, of individuals interviewed, a common picture emerged of team-focused work,

conducted by individuals confident in their professional abilities.
Voice — Disagreements, Deliberation, Innovation

Interviewee reflections on the quality of their working relationships at DHS raised several points
worth noting in considerations of how professional risk-taking, whether through disagreement or
innovation, is approached. Most individuals spoke of collegial, good-quality relationships in their
offices, some even to the point that if not for existing relationships with current colleagues, they
would have already left their position. They also noted, though, that clear distinctions can be
made between high- and low-quality colleague relationships, with some individuals stating that
roles prior to their current ones were not as collegial, and that relationship quality can frequently
be determined by variable office personalities, rather than by established organizational practices
for communication and team engagement. One individual specifically noted the value of
continuity in leadership and staffing, attributed primarily to hiring practices, in contributing to a
more positive work environment.

Disagreement

Interviewees noted that informal practices are used to voice concerns and disagreements, and that
teams were able to openly discuss and work through points of difference, whether through
conversations, working papers, or email chains. One individual shared a perception that even if
leaders do not ultimately make a subordinate’s preferred choice, they are open to dissenting
views and do not suppress disagreement. A similar observation was shared by an interviewee that
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disagreements are talked out for the most part, even if leadership ultimately makes a decision
that not every team member agrees with. Another noted that a key element of this capacity to
disagree was having honest conversations while demonstrating respect for another person’s
position on a work issue. It was clear from one interview that this experience is not universal,
though; examples were given of prior roles where differing views were not taken into
consideration, rather than fairly considered but decided against.

Responses also suggested that even though interviewees were comfortable raising disagreements
in their current roles, those kinds of conversations were largely informal in nature and not the
result of official organizational policy. For example, when asked if their teams or organizations
had any formal procedures to encourage the consideration of multiple perspectives on how to
address work tasks, multiple individuals noted that some leaders had tried to establish more
formal approaches, but that they ultimately seemed rote and not utilized in a very practical way.

When asked if they were able to personally voice disagreements or new ideas, individuals stated
that they could so easily, particularly on their current teams. One gave an example of having
proposed a new procedure to leaders to conserve time and resources—and being met by
leadership with an openness to change that was ultimately pursued. Responses did suggest,
though, that the ability to voice disagreements or new ideas was bounded, and that it was not a
consistent feature of every role. One individual noted that some areas where national policy is
involved, such as foreign policy posture, are not open for disagreement, but that narrower subject
areas within DHS areas of responsibility often provide more space for dialogue, provided that it
is pursued in an appropriate manner. Responses also suggested that while taking disagreements
to current leaders is easy in a positive atmosphere with good listeners and an openness to
suggestions, there is a spectrum of leaders one encounters, including those who are not open to
disagreements or new ideas.

What emerges from comments about voicing disagreements is a three-part story. First, leadership
quality—which can be personality driven and vary among teams—often sets the tone for team
dialogue. Second, interviewed DHS personnel recognize that disagreement is usually bounded,
meaning that subject-relevant disagreement is often welcome (when leaders facilitate a culture of
open dialogue), but that a culture of open dialogue extends to neither every issue (such as more
settled matters of national policy) nor every moment (such as when a decision has to be made,
thereby ending a period of deliberation). Third, interviewees expressed an attitude of acceptance
when their views were rejected by team and organizational leaders provided that their views
were given a fair hearing. In other words, interview responses suggest the ability to voice
disagreement, a critical component of psychological safety, manifests most healthily when team
leaders provide a balance between a demonstrated openness to dissent and change, and a
capacity to constrain the length and subjects of disagreement for purposes of decisionmaking.
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Innovation

Notably, interviewee perspectives on the extent to which innovation and risk-taking is
encouraged diverged more than views on raising disagreements. For instance, when asked how
the current team approaches innovation, experimentation, and new ideas, one individual noted
feeling enabled and strongly supported. Another interviewee shared that attempts to innovate
have been made, but that they are often slow, and without clear direction from higher levels of
leadership. Still others offered a perspective that, especially in government, innovation is
encouraged in theory but discouraged in practice. One specific way in which individuals noted
that innovation efforts are ultimately discouraged is that leaders rapidly and unexpectedly alter
goals or expectations, oftentimes after significant time and effort has been put toward a project.
As one individual observed, it is very difficult to convince personnel to innovate if they believe
they can put in months of work only to have their efforts summarily ignored or scrapped.
Another interviewee shared a similar view, noting that leaders will occasionally express support
for new processes, but then question and even curtail them after implementation.

Broadly speaking, interviewees shared somewhat divergent experiences with innovation, but
psychological safety themes hold across those experiences. When individual improvement efforts
are questioned by leaders, or when personnel are not given clear parameters for risk taking and
innovation, the sense that innovation is encouraged in practice is subsequently diminished.
Moreover, these reflections indicate a willingness, and even a desire, to be innovative in the
workplace, but that such efforts are curtailed by a lack of consistent leadership support and
communication, which undermines an ostensible organizational commitment to employee
empowerment.

Identity and Psychological Safety

As a final note, participants were asked about the impact of individual identity on their ability to
feel comfortable voicing disagreements, contributing to team deliberations, and proposing new
ideas. Interviewee responses about identity-associated limitations on voice largely addressed
work experience and organizational culture, rather than to traits that might be more commonly
associated with conversations about identity. Experience was spoken to in three different ways.
One is that a lack of experience can create a feeling that staying quiet is a better option, because
others with more experience will have a more knowledgeable perspective. Another is that
relevant prior outside experience creates confidence in one’s ability to contribute to team
deliberations. A third is that with enough experience, a fear of being reprimanded or punished in
some way for speaking up may actually diminish. In this way, respondents suggested that their
individual identities as experienced or inexperienced team members—whether in terms of
subject matter expertise or length of tenure in a team or organization—were seen as impacting
their abilities to give voice to their views, including disagreements and novel ideas.
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One interviewee raised a separate, but equally important, point, which is that an organization’s
identity, defined by and through its mission and key tasks, can bear significantly on the limits to
individual voice that personnel experience. For an agency like DHS, the individual noted, the
nature of the mission can generate significant negative publicity, given that newsworthy DHS
stories often involve mistakes. Its fundamental mission to protect the homeland was described as
“no-fail,” made all the more challenging by the reality that the threats DHS must address are
primarily low probability but high consequence. The stakes for DHS are perceived as higher by
the public and by agency personnel; resulting stress can harm morale and create retention
challenges.

While anecdotal, this reflection highlights what is likely an essential difference between
psychological safety in private sector (and even many public sector) organizations and national
security-focused public sector organizations: a “no-fail” organizational identity substantially
raises the potential consequences involved in speaking out against group consensus or
established processes. Indeed, if lives are on the line, who would want to dissent from the safety
of group consensus and risk shouldering blame should a dissenting view be pursued and result in
failure? It is readily apparent that the concentration of accountability in this kind of situation, due
to a “no-fail” organizational identity, could make productive disagreement and innovation much
harder to realize, ultimately to the detriment of the organization and its personnel.

Voice — Knowledge Gaps, Mistakes

In responses to questions focused on a second kind of interpersonal risk, interviewees shared a
view that they are able to ask questions and report errors without fear of retribution, that there are
reasonable boundaries set on when doing so is acceptable, and that a lack of protection from
superiors in such situations is actively harmful to personnel outcomes.

Asking for Help

When asked to describe the extent to which they felt encouraged to ask questions when unsure of
how to address a problem, interviewees gave mostly positive feedback. Comments indicated that
asking for help, especially when clarity is needed from supervisors, is routine and even welcome.
Multiple individuals observed that being proactive to address a knowledge gap or concern is
expected and appreciated by organizational leaders, particularly if they see that subordinates are
being cognizant of particularly stubborn problems or political sensitivities. Responses also
indicated a belief that there is still a time and place for asking for help, and that discerning when
such a time begins and ends can be challenging. One individual noted there is a roughly even
split between times the organization does and does not encourage independent problem solving
and question asking. As a result, there are occasionally situations in which employees are told to
take initiative, but more guidance is required than is provided. The result is that personnel can be
caught in a situation where too much initiative results in sanction, but too much effort to clarify
goals or seek guidance is discouraged, with paralyzing effect. On a related note, given the time-
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sensitive nature of DHS work and the busy schedules of senior leaders, respondents suggested
that personnel need to have situational awareness and respect for the time of senior leaders so
that clarifying questions are asked well in advance of when a response is needed. Alternatively,
they offered that personnel should develop an internal network so they know who to reach out to
when supervisory guidance or senior leader input is not readily available.

Interviewees also emphasized that in their own experiences, asking for help is a good and
important thing to do, and that situational awareness is key when doing so. In fact, they reflected
a belief that not asking for help or clarification can lead to something going wrong, or even
severe problems. How individuals seek out answers can be situation dependent. Interviewees
named outreach to other experts, supervisors, and even independent research as ways to acquire
information before proceeding with a task, rather than moving forward without it.

Leadership Protection

Responses to questions about taking on tasks where help or guidance is needed also illustrated
the critical importance of leaders providing protection to subordinates. For example, one
individual shared an anecdote about a meeting in which a senior leader criticized the work of a
lower-level subordinate while that subordinate’s immediate supervisor—who was also in the
meeting—did not step in. This interviewee pointed to this kind of experience as a reason to stay
with their current team, as well as why they would not work for other teams. Specifically,
confidence that team leaders will protect their subordinates engenders good will and
organizational commitment, while fear of backlash, especially in circumstances where an
individual has only done what leadership asked, is enough to drive people away.

This experience speaks directly to the crux of psychological safety: individuals want to know
that when they work hard to complete the tasks their leadership assigns, they will not be publicly
dressed down or otherwise punished. This same sentiment was shared by other interviewees who
shared examples of times when individuals faced public criticism far harsher than was deserved,
including team-wide emails from leaders chastising individuals for minor mistakes. An expressed
desire for protection did not extend to all mistakes, though. Interviewees shared a philosophy that
it is acceptable to make a mistake, but that it is not acceptable to make the same mistake twice.
This perspective is consistent with work on psychological safety that does not endorse the
elimination of standards, but rather a more proactive, learning-driven response to initial errors.

Mistakes

With respect to mistakes, respondents stated that they had not received any training and were not
aware of any policies related to how professional errors should be addressed. Some individuals
noted the existence of standard trainings about classification procedures, security, and HR issues
(such as workplace harassment). The general sentiment expressed, though, was that individuals
learn on the job how to address a mistake they’ve made, often in an informal way through
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conversations with colleagues or supervisors. While the limited sample size constrains
generalizability for DHS personnel as a whole, it was notable that, beyond standard security
training, interviewees had no awareness of formal guidance or Departmental policies on how
professional mistakes should be addressed.

This sentiment was also reflected in personnel responses to the question of how individuals
imagined leadership would react to a mistake made by a subordinate. Prior experiences varied.
Individuals stated they had never seen full-blown retribution from leaders; at the same time, they
noted having seen leadership responses to disagreement including ceasing to invite outspoken
individuals to team meetings, or cases in which they felt unfairly singled out for criticism.
Interviewees shared that they perceived leaders would listen to the facts and offer support in
rectifying an issue, though that response could vary depending on leadership quality and
personality.

Accountability

A final point is relevant for considerations of DHS retention challenges is related to
accountability. As one individual expressed, there is a perception that people who stay in roles in
DHS for a long time (including leaders) are not always as effective in their roles as others in
different federal agencies or the private sector. Because there is no mechanism for addressing
persistent shortcomings, good employees frustrated by a lack of accountability will eventually
decide to leave. While anecdotal, it is notable that comments suggested a lack of accountability
for poor performance was viewed as having a negative impact not just on organizational
performance, but also on the morale and retention intentions of other personnel.

Connection to Organizational Outcomes

The reflections of interviewees on the connection between the degree of psychological safety in
their current environment and personnel outcomes such as performance, retention, and job
satisfaction were consistent with literature. Specifically, those who had positive perceptions of
psychological safety in their workplaces broadly believed it positively affected their individual
and team performance, retention intentions, and job satisfaction.

Team Performance

With respect to team performance, two primary responses were given. In the first case,
individuals noted that when a high degree of participation is encouraged and personnel trust that
leaders will have their backs, a clearly positive effect on team performance follows. This was
noted as occurring through several paths, including that personnel know they can reach out for
help, that leaders have demonstrated genuine interest in feedback and participation, and that they
provide protection for individuals who take initiative in solving problems. These kinds of
positive (i.e., psychologically safe) interpersonal characterizations had a clear association with
positive team performance outcomes according to interviewees. In the second case, interviewees
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suggested that the absence of these characterizations was associated with worse outcomes. For
example, rapidly changing goals and unclear communication from leadership were cited as
drawbacks on performance, and one individual even noted that leadership culture has been a
frequent cause of retention issues, arguing that most people who have left have done so because
of how leadership has operated.

Individual Performance

On the question of individual performance, responses were not as detailed, but they highlighted
many of the points raised in comments on team performance. For example, absence of goal
clarity was cited as a factor that can hamper individual performance, while support and
empowerment from leaders was said to enhance it.

Retention Intentions

Interviewee responses about the impact of their workplace’s climate of psychological safety also
suggested a broadly positive relationship with retention intentions. For example, individuals who
felt their workplaces had a healthy climate of psychological safety stated they were likelier to
wish to remain with their team at DHS. This kind of climate was demonstrated by experiences of
leadership openness to input and initiative, ability to engage constructively with team members
across areas of expertise, and comparing current situations to those of personnel in other DHS
teams. In fact, the climate of psychological safety was viewed by one individual as being directly
related to the team’s ability to both recruit and retain high-quality individuals. Communication
challenges, especially from leaders, were viewed as weakening retention intentions, and
somewhat limited promotion opportunities—though not a facet of psychological safety—were
also viewed as negatively impacting retention.

Job Satisfaction

Finally, individuals did not express strong sentiments about an explicit connection between
psychological safety in their teams and their overall job satisfaction, instead referencing factors
other than issues such as the ability to disagree, innovate, or make mistakes. For example, while
every interviewee indicated that a healthy climate of psychological safety had a positive overall
effect on their job satisfaction, several individuals commented on other issues that impact
satisfaction. These included the ability to engage with other units across DHS, leadership
decisions about work task priorities (or indecision about how to address critical work tasks), a
high workload for employees already struggling with burnout, administrative challenges with
bringing on new workers, and even general incompetence in carrying out administrative tasks
that creates additional work for others. These factors named by interviewees as negatively
impacting job satisfaction are not closely tied to key aspects of psychological safety, but they are
highly similar to factors cited in literature and used in the statistical model utilized in Chapter 5.
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Minimal Political Influence

Also notable in responses to questions about the impact of psychological safety on personnel
outcomes was that interviewees universally stated that, despite the possibility of pressures from
the executive and legislative branches of government, they did not feel their work was directly
impacted by those outside forces, other than mandates that come though the formal legislative
process. While not generalizable to the experience of all DHS personnel, it is worth noting that
when explicitly asked about executive branch and legislative branch influence, inconsistency in
management was raised as a primary point of frustration, not political pressure.

Concluding Questions

When asked about ways in which psychological safety could be improved in their teams, DHS
personnel offered two thoughts. The first was that management training could be improved to
align more closely with real-world management challenges, especially the need for managers to
be more flexible, and to engage in less micromanagement of their employees. The second was
that groups of managers could benefit from being more inclusive of peer managers in
organizational communication and staffing and hiring decisions, thereby limiting feelings of
isolation. In both cases, interviewees placed emphasis on leadership as a relevant consideration
for the cultivation of psychological safety. Otherwise, they had few suggestions for how to
improve psychological safety within their teams.

Downsides of Psychological Safety

Individuals did perceive that while greater psychological safety could improve a number of
personnel outcomes, it could also introduce new challenges. Two issues were raised as potential
downsides psychological safety could introduce in DHS work teams. The first was an excess of
conversation and disagreement, where individuals might not place limits on the extent to which
they voice concerns or dissent, resulting in chaos. The second issue, closely related to the first,
was the fear of indecisive leadership that could result from too much psychological safety.
Specifically, the absence of both firm leadership direction and consequences for not following
through once a decision has been made could harm organizational operations. Interestingly,
comments point to leadership as the pivot point for key outcomes, rather than peer relationships,
the organization as a whole, or individual factors.

Other Performance Barriers

Individuals noted a number of other barriers to effective team performance. These included poor
internal organizational communication (related to broader goals), technical communication
(related to job-specific responsibilities and training), lack of leadership familiarity with team
missions, minimal initiative among personnel, workload and burnout, and challenges related to
administrative matters and personnel. When asked to rank barriers in terms of significance,
interpersonal issues—both psychological safety and communication—were routinely placed at
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the top of the list. Three of four respondents ranked psychological safety as the most significant
or second most significant barrier to effective team performance. Given space to name any kind
of barrier to team performance, interviewees indicated that fundamentally relational aspects of
work were most important for success.

In concluding comments, interviewees offered few additional thoughts for consideration on the
topic of psychological safety within their work teams. General communication dynamics were
mentioned, as was the way in which remote work may uniquely impact interpersonal dynamics
for DHS personnel.

Summary of Chapter 6 Findings

Though limited to just four exploratory interviews, reflections from DHS personnel lend
essential narrative context to considerations of both how employees experience psychological
safety in their teams, as well as how those experiences of psychological safety impact personnel
outcomes. Three key findings emerge.

DHS personnel expressed interest in meaningful participation, while respecting the
decisionmaking role of superiors

DHS personnel placed a higher value on being given a fair hearing by their leaders than on
seeing their specific preferences pursued. Employees demonstrated a desire to be taken seriously,
to have their good faith disagreements considered by leaders, and to know that they were able to
speak freely in their teams. A desire for openness should not be confused, though, for an
expectation from personnel that their every disagreement should change the course that a team or
leader ultimately takes; personnel acknowledged the important role of superiors as decision
makers. Additionally, responses indicated a desire to be empowered, such that personnel could
make decisions without micromanagement from above or permission seeking, even in the face of
recognition that autonomy is constrained by organizational mission and specified goals. For
purposes of understanding the role of psychological safety among DHS personnel, this finding
appears to strike at the heart of the matter: respondents viewed the ability to voice disagreements,
innovate, and admit mistakes or a need for help as desirable and valuable, but they did not expect
to be given unlimited space for deliberation, experimentation, or error.

Respondents viewed leadership as a cornerstone of organizational performance, likely
affecting personnel outcomes and psychological safety

DHS personnel comments repeatedly emphasized the central role of leadership across multiple
aspects of organizational life. One is that leaders are responsible for setting team goals that are
clear and consistent, ensuring that teams are aware of their specific tasks, and that they know
weeks or months of work will not be discarded because of sudden goal changes. A second is
decisiveness, with leaders viewed as playing a vital role in the transition from deliberation to
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action. Ultimately, a leader must decide what a team is going to do, and interviewed personnel
made clear that they appreciated leaders who were decisive and consistent. Third, personnel
expressed a view that leaders should protect subordinates and hold them accountable. When
employees were doing what they could to execute on a leader’s vision and instructions, there was
an explicit expectation that leaders should shield their subordinates from external criticism and
punishment, and that leaders themselves should not criticize or punish in an unwarranted fashion.
Nevertheless, DHS personnel also expressed frustration with experiences of incompetence or
tardiness in their work units, as well as a belief that once decisions have been made, subordinates
are obligated to work towards a leader’s goals—an indication that leaders are empowered to hold
subordinates accountable when they are working against organizational goals or making repeated
mistakes.

A picture of an ideal leader as a communicator, listener, decider, protector, and, when necessary,
enforcer begins to emerge. Of particular importance for this study, this leadership behavioral
profile closely maps onto research describes an ideal state of psychological safety. Literature on
psychological safety shows the value of leader behaviors that balance clear expectations with
openness to a subordinate’s professional, interpersonal risk-taking, all without disregarding
standards. While not always explicitly, interviewees expressed a desire for leaders who behave in
ways favorable to the cultivation of psychological safety. Moreover, their significant emphasis on
organizational leaders suggests leadership could play an outsized role in determining whether a
healthy climate of psychological safety exists in an institution. Responses like these provide
support to prior literature discussing the positive effects of leadership on team performance and
personnel metrics, and the close link that exists between leadership and psychological safety.

Interview comments placed greatest emphasis on interpersonal dynamics as personnel
outcome drivers, while also naming concerns such as promotion opportunities and
workload

Finally, comments from interviewees repeatedly emphasized the role that interpersonal dynamics
and specific facets of psychological safety play in personnel outcomes. Both team performance
and retention were regularly related to the relational environment that personnel experienced,
with poor experiences connected to poor relational environments and vice versa. Again, while
limiting any kind of broader inference for DHS personnel, responses provide clear theoretical
grounding for research that incorporates relational aspects of the workplace into assessments of
what impacts personnel outcomes of interest most significantly. These were not the only drivers
of personnel outcomes, though, according to interview responses. Many concepts introduced in
the quantitative model in Chapter 5 were mentioned by interviewees without prompting,
including promotion and development opportunities, workload, autonomy, and job clarity.
Importantly, these comments provide critical support for the scales included in the initial model,
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bolstering the case for the validity of the separate scales that were initially incorporated and
found to have independent, significant relationships with personnel outcomes of interest.
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Chapter 7. Second Model and Factor Analysis

Having developed an initial quantitative model and conducted a small number of exploratory
interviews with DHS personnel, two primary questions emerge for consideration regarding how
my analysis of psychological safety could be refined.

The first question is if a simpler model of leadership, based on interview responses, could be
utilized as means of more closely assessing how leadership relates to psychological safety and
personnel metrics of interest. Interviewee comments suggested that clarity from leadership about
goals and tasks, empowerment to pursue those goals, and the provision of accountability for
performance are highly valued. Each of these aspects of leadership could be viewed as connected
to elements of the psychological safety construct, and potentially contributes to its cultivation.
Clear expectations represent an important aspect of stabilizing norms of work and behavior in a
team, potentially including deliberation processes. Empowerment and accountability similarly
speak to the kind of power dynamic present in the psychological safety construct, including the
confidence to make decisions without first seeking permission, and the extent to which
individuals face discipline or correction for performance that is below standards.

Moreover, each of these leadership aspects has been explored in prior research as a means of
independently improving personnel metrics like performance and retention. For example, clarity
regarding tasks and expectations is considered a path for leaders to improve performance (van
der Hoek, Groeneveld, and Kuipers, 2018; Sivasubramaniam, Liebowitz, and Lackman, 2012).
Employee empowerment has been found to positively impact federal employee retention
intentions (Kim and Fernandez, 2017). And accountability efforts undertaken by managers are
commonly (though not universally) positively associated with individual and team performance
(Mero, Guidice, and Werner, 2014; Kou and Stewart, 2018). Closer analysis of these three
specific aspects of leadership could therefore prove to be beneficial, given the ways in which
they may individually or collectively be connected to, or create the conditions for, psychological
safety and its associations with key personnel metrics.

The 2023 OPM FEVS data set contains specific items related to each of the leadership facets just
described, most notably with OPM adding a question to the 2023 survey about the ability of
respondents to pursue work tasks without asking for permission from superiors. The addition of
this item explicitly addressing empowerment creates an opportunity for a second quantitative
analysis that assesses relationships between leadership, psychological safety and key personnel
metrics.

The second question prompted by initial research is whether, given the significant importance
that participants and initial data analysis assign to interpersonal dynamics, there is a deeper
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relational current driving outcomes than my initial scale constructs suggest. For example, does a
mix of leader relationships, colleague relationships, and psychological safety comprise a more
foundational relational factor being measured by my scales? Do certain aspects of an individual’s
work experience, such as compensation and workload, comprise a fundamental material factor?
If public sector managers wish to develop a clearer understanding of what survey data is
ultimately measuring, there is value in determining what, if any, factors underlie the many
categories of aspects of the workplace. This second question thus presents an opportunity to
determine the extent to survey items are truly measuring psychological safety, provide support
for the initial model’s use of scales, and improve understanding of the strongest undercurrents
affecting personnel metrics through exploratory factor analysis.

Testing a Second Model

According to interviewees, high quality leadership involved just a few key facets: clear
communication of goals and tasks, empowerment of subordinates, and capacity to drive
outcomes through accountability. These three facets of leadership collectively resemble five of
the items included in the initial model in Chapter 5: scales for leadership, autonomy, and job
clarity, and global assessments of first- and second-level supervisor satisfaction.

The new item added to the 2023 OPM FEVS directly addresses the question of autonomy: “I can
make decisions about my work without getting permission first” (U.S. Office of Personnel
Management, undated). The new item focuses on behavior—how often an individual acts
independently without securing supervisor approval—rather than sentiment, and introduces an
important power dynamic regarding responsibility and blame. If a supervisor approves a
subordinate’s ultimately unsuccessful action, a subordinate cannot be found entirely at fault. This
dynamic separates subordinate decision authority from mere subordinate decision influence.
There are echoes of psychological safety theory in this item, given the implied power dynamic
involved if subordinates think they must seek permission before acting. However, because the
new item ultimately involves leadership (i.e., there is a leader from whom an individual must
seek permission), I incorporate it in the leadership model rather than the psychological safety
scale. Given theoretical similarities, there is a chance to explore if this particular aspect of
leadership plays an outsized role compared to the psychological safety scale. Additionally,
questions addressing whether individuals know what is expected of them on the job and whether
they are held accountable for the results of their work are included.

I use three approaches to operationalize the impact of these three leadership considerations on
outcomes of interest, including the associations psychological safety continues (or does not
continue) to have with outcomes of interest. The approaches include a simplified, three-variable
conception of leadership incorporated into the Chapter 5 psychological safety model; a second
iteration of this simplified set of leadership variables that adds interaction terms for leadership
variables to assess potentially multiplicative effects of different leadership attributes; and a
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model that treats leadership as a categorical variable, comprised of combinations of high or low
scores of three leadership-focused items, and placed into the initial psychological safety model.

Data

The data source utilized for this second modeling effort is the 2023 OPM FEVS file rather than
the 2022 OPM FEVS file, specifically because of the question added about permission seeking
added to the 2023 survey. While the 2023 file is of course not identical to the 2022 file, the
approach for organizing and cleaning the 2023 data, including addressing blank responses (i.e.,
imputing predicted values for blank responses), is exactly the same as the one described in
Chapters 4 and 5.

There are two minor item differences in the 2023 file that must be highlighted. One is that an
item utilized in the Psychological Safety scale derived from 2022 OPM FEVS items is removed
in the 2023 survey, namely, “Employees in my work unit treat me as a valued member of the
team.” This item was a second item originally included for linguistic similarity to Edmondson’s
6™ item in her psychological safety instrument. I do not view it as being essential, though, given
that the remaining question related to Edmondson’s 6'" item, which appears in the 2023 OPM
FEVS as, “My talents are used well in the workplace,” is the same as the item included from the
2022 OPM FEVS. All other items from the initial psychological safety scale were maintained,
with a Cronbach’s alpha value of 0.87, indicating that scale reliability remains high.

The second difference is that an item included in the Workload scale in the initial model is
removed from the 2023 OPM FEVS: “Employees in my work unit are typically under too much
pressure to meet work goals.” All other items from the initial model’s Workload scale remain,
with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.79, once again indicating a high degree of scale reliability. Because
no other relevant items for my scales are removed, I proceed with the same approach as in
Chapter 5 for developing my scales and operationalizing them in regression analysis. In this
chapter, because of the high degree of similarity between means-imputed and predicted values-
imputed entries for empty responses found in the 2022 OPM FEVS analysis, I only utilize the
predicted values approach in this chapter.

For the model itself, I remove three scales (Leadership, Autonomy, and Job Clarity) and two
leadership satisfaction questions (supervisor satisfaction, second-level supervisor satisfaction)
used in the Chapter 5 model. I replace these variables with three items addressing job clarity,
empowerment, and accountability as a conception of leadership. Then, using this simplified
model of leadership, I assess associations between leadership and personnel outcomes, with
particular focus on the effects the new model has on psychological safety estimates, in three
distinct ways:

e Utilizing the three leadership items as independent variables in the model
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e Utilizing the three leadership items as independent variables, but adding interaction terms
to determine if combinations of leadership styles have multiplicative effects
e Creating a categorical variable for leadership characterized by combinations of high or
low scores for the three leadership items addressing job clarity, empowerment, and
accountability.
Leadership Measured by Three Variables

Interviewees offered three important reflections about leadership. They were, first, that clear
expectations from leaders about assigned tasks and goals were positively related to relevant
personnel outcomes; second, that leaders who gave subordinates space to independently execute
on assigned goals and tasks were viewed as positively impacting personnel outcomes; and third,
that experiences of frustration with some colleagues meant leaders who uphold standards of
accountability and competence would be welcome.

As a result of these leader attributes, I assessed the 2023 OPM FEVS for related items, and the
following three align very closely with each of the sentiments expressed (U.S. Office of
Personnel Management, undated):

e [ know what is expected of me on the job

e My supervisor holds me accountable for achieving results

e [ can make decisions about my work without getting permission first
Each question aligns with a facet of leadership that was named as important by interviewees,
including job clarity, accountability, and empowerment, and that is partially connected to
psychological safety. The new model helps illustrate whether a simplified conceptualization of
leadership provides a more accurate model than the initial scales, as well as if it has a significant
impact on psychological safety coefficient estimates. Other demographic variables and scales
remain in the model, as do population weights.

Very Large Agency Personnel Estimates

Survey data estimates for the updated model are presented in Table 7.1. The table includes
independent variables and demographic controls in the far left column, and outcomes of interest
in the remaining rightward columns.

Table 7.1. Leadership and Very Large Agency Personnel Estimates — Predicted Values Imputed

Job Satisfaction Work Quality Retention
Psychological Safety 0.081** 0.146* 0.171*

(0.003) (0.004) (0.011)
Clarity - Leader Trio 0.060** 0.003 0.029**

(0.002) (0.003) (0.006)
Empowerment - Leader Trio 0.029** -0.031** -0.041*
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Accountability - Leader Trio

Career Development

Colleagues

Compensation

Institutional - Fit

Workload

Agency
DoD

DOJ

HHS

USDA

Treasury

Race/Ethnicity
Black, non-Hispanic

Asian, non-Hispanic

Other, non-Hispanic

Hispanic

Disability Status
No Disability

Age Group
40 and Over

Supervisor Status
Supervisor

Federal Tenure
11-20 Years

(0.002)
-0.043**
(0.002)
0.218*
(0.003)
-0.020*
(0.003)
0.103*
(0.002)
0.414*
(0.002)
0.151**
(0.002)

-0.033**
(0.003)
-0.026**
(0.005)
-0.042*
(0.004)
-0.005
(0.004)
-0.007
(0.004)

0.050**
(0.004)
0.009

(0.005)
0.043*
(0.005)
0.037*
(0.004)

0.020**
(0.003)

0.026**
(0.003)

-0.067**
(0.003)

-0.015*
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(0.002)
0.098**
(0.003)
0.02**
(0.004)
0.367*
(0.003)
-0.016**
(0.002)
0.046**
(0.003)
0.102**
(0.003)

0.085*
(0.004)
0.027*
(0.007)
0.142*
(0.005)
0.101**
(0.005)
0.047*
(0.006)

0.114*
(0.005)
-0.011

(0.008)
0.015*

(0.008)
0.017*
(0.005)

-0.064**
(0.005)

0.064**
(0.005)

-0.069**
(0.004)

0.037**

(0.006)
-0.131**
(0.006)
0.350*
(0.010)
-0.108**
(0.008)
0.279*
(0.005)
0.424*
(0.007)
0.222*
(0.008)

-0.734**
(0.013)
-0.314*
(0.020)
0.112*
(0.016)
-0.197**
(0.016)
-0.187*
(0.017)

-0.085*
(0.015)
0.011
(0.023)
-0.090**
(0.021)
-0.069**
(0.015)

0.192*
(0.013)

0.208**
(0.013)

-0.193*
(0.012)

0.039**




(0.003) (0.004) (0.012)

>20 Years 0.000 0.071* -0.231*
(0.003) (0.005) (0.014)
Sex
Female -0.032** 0.068** -0.062**
(0.003) (0.004) (0.010)
Military Service
No Service 0.006 0.017** 0.274*
(0.003) (0.004) (0.012)
Intercept -0.008 -0.168** 0.675*
(0.005) (0.007) (0.019)
Number of observations 360,640 352,979 362,996

** p<.01, * p<.05

NOTE: Estimate table includes coefficient estimates with significance levels indicated by
asterisks, and standard errors in parentheses.

DHS Personnel Estimates

For the data set that only includes DHS personnel, estimates have some differences relative to
personnel from all the Very Large agencies, but they are relatively unsubstantial.

Table 7.2. Leadership and DHS Personnel Estimates — Predicted Values Imputed

Job Satisfaction Work Quality Retention
Psychological Safety 0.072* 0.158** 0.173*
(0.006) (0.009) (0.020)
Clarity - Leader Trio 0.058** -0.020** 0.052**
(0.004) (0.005) (0.012)
Empowerment - Leader Trio 0.019** -0.018** -0.050**
(0.003) (0.005) (0.011)
Accountability - Leader Trio -0.044* 0.099** -0.138**
(0.004) (0.005) (0.012)
Career Development 0.221* 0.018* 0.276*
(0.006) (0.009) (0.020)
Colleagues -0.020** 0.405* -0.063**
(0.005) (0.007) (0.015)
Compensation 0.119* -0.035** 0.229*
(0.003) (0.004) (0.011)
Institutional Fit 0.420** 0.064** 0.385*
(0.004) (0.006) (0.013)
Workload 0.127* 0.116** 0.126**
(0.005) (0.006) (0.015)
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Race/Ethnicity

Black, non-Hispanic 0.048** 0.097** -0.121**
(0.007) (0.009) (0.026)
Asian, non-Hispanic 0.015 -0.025 0
(0.010) (0.014) (0.041)
Other, non-Hispanic 0.021 0.019 -0.077
(0.011) (0.016) (0.040)
Hispanic 0.073** -0.023** 0.056*
(0.006) (0.009) (0.024)
Disability Status
No Disability 0.046** -0.095** 0.293**
(0.007) (0.010) (0.028)
Age Group
40 and Over 0.044* 0.079** 0.326*
(0.006) (0.009) (0.023)
Supervisor Status
Supervisor -0.070** -0.054** -0.200**
(0.006) (0.008) (0.023)
Federal Tenure
11-20 Years -0.011 0.055* 0.325*
(0.006) (0.008) (0.023)
>20 Years -0.016* 0.100** 0.004
(0.007) (0.010) (0.029)
Sex
Female -0.027** 0.091** -0.069**
(0.005) (0.007) (0.020)
Military Service
No Service 0.012 -0.015 0.262**
(0.006) (0.009) (0.024)
Intercept -0.061** -0.124* 0.281*
(0.009) (0.013) (0.033)
Number of observations 76,955 75,293 77,595

** p<.01, * p<.05

NOTE: Estimate table includes coefficient estimates with significance levels indicated by
asterisks, and standard errors in parentheses.

Primary Results

Similar to the initial model, there is a high degree of statistical significance, and relatively strong
associations between tested variables and outcomes of interest. Size effects of associations
continue to differ significantly across outcomes of interest and within individual outcome
assessments.
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Psychological Safety

Psychological safety plays a significant and independent role in this model, even when
accounting for a different conception of leadership that incorporates accountability and
empowerment. In fact, its positive and statistically significant associations with personnel
outcomes grow in strength compared to the initial model.

Leader Trio

Two of the three variables treated as separate components of leadership (Clarity, Empowerment)
had relatively weak relationships with outcomes of interest for both Very Large agency and
DHS-exclusive personnel groups, while one (Accountability) had moderate to strong
relationships with those outcomes. More notably, while one might expect that clarity about work
expectations and empowerment would be positively associated with all personnel outcomes,
neither variable had that uniform association. Clarity was negatively (though weakly) associated
with work quality assessments for DHS personnel (-0.020), and Empowerment was negatively
(though also weakly) associated with work quality and retention intentions for all Very Large
agency personnel (-0.031 and -0.041) and DHS personnel (-0.018 and -0.050).

Furthermore, of any leadership-focused variables, Accountability was most strongly and
positively associated with work quality assessments for both Very Large agency personnel
(0.098) and DHS personnel (0.099). It was also more strongly and negatively associated with job
satisfaction than all but one variable in both data sets (supervisors relative to non-supervisors),
and more strongly and negatively associated with retention intentions than all other scale
independent variables.

Job Satisfaction

In this second model, Institutional Fit has the strongest positive association with job satisfaction
in both data sets (0.414 for Very Large agency, 0.420 for DHS), with Career Development next
most strongly associated. Workload, Compensation, and Psychological Safety also have
moderately strong associations with job satisfaction for both Very Large agency and DHS
personnel, with remaining scale variables and demographic controls exhibiting generally weak
relationships with job satisfaction.

Work Quality

Colleagues has the strongest positive and significant association with work quality perceptions
for Very Large agency (0.367) and DHS (0.405) personnel, with psychological safety also
exhibiting a strong association in both groups (0.146 and 0.158, respectively). Of remaining
independent variables, Workload (0.102 and 0.116, respectively) and Accountability (0.098 and
0.099, respectively) demonstrate strong, positive associations with work quality. Clarity of work
expectations and employee empowerment have near-zero or even negative associations with
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work quality. With respect to demographic controls, every agency, on average, reports higher
work quality than DHS personnel.

Retention

In both data sets, three independent variables had the strongest positive associations with
retention intentions, but none of the new leadership variables were among them. For Very Large
agency personnel and DHS personnel, Institutional Fit (0.424, 0.385), Career Development
(0.350, 0.229), and Compensation (0.279, 0.229) had the strongest associations with retention
intentions. For DHS personnel, psychological safety had the next strongest association with
retention intentions (0.173). In both data sets, the three leadership-focused variables had near-
zero to moderately negative associations with retention intentions. For instance, a supervisor
holding individuals accountable for achieving results was associated, on average, with -
0.131(Very Large agency personnel) and -0.138 (DHS personnel) shifts in likelihood of
considering remaining in the organization on a 0-1 scale. Demographic controls, including
military service, age, supervisor status, disability status, and agency, are strongly associated with
outcomes of interest.

Comparing Initial and Revised Model Results

Four points of comparison emerge between the estimates of the revised model in Table 7.1 and
Table 7.2, and the estimates of the initial model developed in Chapter 5, seen in Table 5.4 and
Table 5.5. They concern the role of psychological safety, estimate similarities, somewhat
surprising changes in associations between facets of leadership and personnel outcomes, and the
independent role of accountability.

Psychological Safety’s Continued Importance

When a simplified leadership model is used, psychological safety still has significant, positive
associations with every personnel outcome of interest. In fact, when a simplified leadership
model comprised of clarity, empowerment, and accountability is used, the strength of
psychological safety’s associations with personnel metrics grows slightly. While the effect size of
psychological safety on key outcomes for DHS employees is 0.049 (Job Satisfaction), 0.102
(Work Quality), and 0.127 (Retention) in the first model, it is 0.072 (Job Satisfaction), 0.158
(Work Quality), and 0.173 (Retention) in the second model. The increases strengthen the
argument that psychological safety is a relevant, independent factor associated with key
outcomes, and that a simplified leadership model does not produce clear new meaning regarding
the relationship between leadership and psychological safety.

Broad Similarities in Estimates

The associations between control variables and outcomes of interest do not shift dramatically
when using a simplified leadership model. This speaks to general consistency of the constructs
used for the majority of independent variables in both models. For instance, in DHS-only
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versions of the two models, the extent to which variable coefficients differed was extremely
limited. For Job Satisfaction, only a single variable (Career Development) shared by the two
models had a coefficient estimate differing by at least one tenth of a standard deviation (0.117).
Likewise, for Work Quality, just a single variable (Job Clarity) had a coefficient estimate
differing by at least one tenth of a standard deviation (0.100) between models.

Variable coefficients connected to Retention were more differentiated. Three independent
variables (Autonomy/Empowerment, Job Clarity, and Career Development) and one
demographic control (Federal Tenure) had coefficient estimates that differed by more than a
0.100 point in absolute value between models. Broadly speaking, though, the limited differences
in estimates of the variables used shows consistency in the independent variables being used
across the two models.

Leadership Differences

The coefficient estimates for simplified leadership variables generally decrease in value relative
to the initial model. Rather than some aspects of leadership (empowerment, job clarity) growing
in their strength of association with personnel outcomes when other aspects of leadership
(overall satisfaction with immediate and second-level supervisors; scales for leadership,
autonomy, and job clarity) are removed from the model, they decline in strength. This is
surprising given the strongly positive emphasis interviewees placed on these leadership facets.

For DHS personnel, Autonomy’s association with job satisfaction decreases (from 0.116 to
0.019), just as it does for retention (from 0.154 to -0.050) in the revised model. Job Clarity’s
association with work quality also decreases (from 0.080 to -0.020) in the revised model, though
its association with retention intentions increases moderately (from -0.080 to 0.052). Given the
limited changes in coefficients for most variables from the initial model to the second, as well as
the direction of changes to variable coefficients for leadership variables, a simplified model of
leadership does not produce estimates that are substantially different than the initial model, or
that bring specific new clarity to the relationships between leadership, psychological safety, and
personnel metrics.

The Significance of Accountability

Of any estimates produced by the revised model, the most notable were coefficients associated
with accountability. For Very Large agency personnel and DHS-only personnel data sets, the
Accountability variable has significant, negative relationships with job satisfaction (-0.043, -
0.044) and retention intentions (-0.131, -0.138), but it has a significant, moderately positive
relationship with evaluations of team work quality (0.098, 0.099). There is potential for a tension
to emerge from these results, given that accountability has negative associations with some
personnel outcomes, but positive associations with others.
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Leadership Measured with Interaction Terms

The model described above treated leadership as three separate, independent variables. However,
it did not account for potential interactions between these three facets of leadership, which could
illuminate whether combinations of leadership variables significantly alter main effects. To
determine whether there are interactive effects that unique leadership behaviors have on model
estimates, including for psychological safety and personnel metrics, I make three additions to the
first approach:

e An interaction term between the clarity and empowerment variables

e An interaction term between the clarity and accountability variables

¢ An interaction term between the empowerment and accountability variables
By accounting for these interaction terms, the model can inform understanding of the
relationships between, and potentially multiplicative effects of, specific leadership behaviors.
Estimates from these additions to the model are below in Table 7.3. Given similarities between
estimates for DHS personnel alone and all Very Large agency personnel, only the results for
DHS personnel are included.

Table 7.3. DHS Personnel Estimates — Leadership with Interaction Terms

Job Satisfaction Work Quality Retention

Psychological Safety 0.073** 0.162* 0.173*
(0.006) (0.009) (0.020)
Clarity - Leader Trio 0.047* -0.027** 0.044*
(0.004) (0.005) (0.013)
Empowerment - Leader Trio 0.018** -0.020** -0.049**
(0.003) (0.004) (0.012)
Accountability - Leader Trio -0.040** 0.080** -0.124*
(0.004) (0.006) (0.013)
Clarity X Empowerment -0.015* 0.006 -0.018*
(0.003) (0.004) (0.009)
Clarity X Accountability 0.002 -0.018** 0.008
(0.003) (0.004) (0.008)
Empowerment X Accountability 0.004 -0.011* 0.011
(0.003) (0.004) (0.009)
Career Development 0.220** 0.023** 0.273*
(0.006) (0.009) (0.020)
Colleagues -0.020** 0.403** -0.063**
(0.005) (0.007) (0.015)
Compensation 0.120** -0.035** 0.230**
(0.003) (0.004) (0.011)
Institutional Fit 0.421* 0.065** 0.386*
(0.004) (0.006) (0.013)
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Workload 0.127* 0.117* 0.125*
(0.005) (0.006) (0.015)
Race/Ethnicity
Black, non-Hispanic 0.048** 0.096** -0.120**
(0.007) (0.009) (0.026)
Asian, non-Hispanic 0.015 -0.025 0.000
(0.010) (0.015) (0.041)
Other, non-Hispanic 0.021 0.019 -0.076
(0.011) (0.016) (0.040)
Hispanic 0.073** -0.024** 0.057*
(0.006) (0.009) (0.024)
Disability Status
No Disability 0.046** -0.097** 0.293**
(0.007) (0.010) (0.028)
Age Group
40 and Over 0.043** 0.079** 0.326*
(0.006) (0.009) (0.023)
Supervisor Status
Supervisor -0.069** -0.053** -0.200**
(0.006) (0.008) (0.023)
Federal Tenure
11-20 Years -0.010 0.058** 0.325*
(0.006) (0.008) (0.023)
>20 Years -0.015* 0.102** 0.004
(0.007) (0.010) (0.029)
Sex
Female -0.027** 0.089** -0.069**
(0.005) (0.007) (0.020)
Military Service
No Service 0.011 -0.016 0.261**
(0.006) (0.009) (0.024)
Intercept -0.055** -0.112* 0.281*
(0.009) (0.013) (0.034)
Number of observations 76,955 75,293 77,595

** p<.01, * p<.05

NOTE: Estimate table includes coefficient estimates with significance levels indicated by
asterisks, and standard errors in parentheses.
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The immediately apparent conclusion from estimates in Table 7.3 is that interaction terms among
three leadership variables focused on clarity, empowerment, and accountability have minimal
additional association with key personnel metrics beyond estimates found in Table 7.2. This can
be seen in two ways. First, when comparing independent variable coefficient estimates in Table




7.2 against those in Table 7.3, there is only a very small numeric difference. This holds for the
variables of clarity, empowerment, and accountability, as well as for psychological safety.
Second, only half of interaction term estimates are statistically significant, and those that are
statistically significant have very small size effects. The lack of impact the addition of interaction
terms has on initial estimates indicates the main effects of the independent leadership variables
are not serving as inappropriate proxies for other variables, particularly including a combination
of leadership variables.

These estimates also have importance regarding the connection between leadership and
psychological safety. The use of interaction terms among leadership variables (and estimates that
are only marginally different from initial results) provides an indication that independent leader
behaviors, rather than combinations of those behaviors, are most significant in relation to key
variables such as psychological safety or personnel metrics such as job satisfaction and
performance.

Leadership Measured as A Categorical Variable

A final approach to explore how combinations of leader behaviors are associated with key
variables of interest is to create a categorical leadership variable. In this case, the categorical
variable is comprised of combinations of either high or low values for the leader variables of
clarity, empowerment, and accountability. The regression model is identical to the one used
immediately prior, with the exception that leadership is treated as an eight-subgroup categorical
variable, rather than as a collection of three individual variables. Such an approach replaces
treatment of leadership as three independent variables, or as independent variables with
interaction terms. It allows additional considerations of the possibility that discreet combinations
of leader types may have unique impacts on outcomes of interest. For example, is job satisfaction
most positively correlated with a leader who clearly lays out expectations for subordinates, gives
them significant autonomy, and consistently holds them accountable? Is it most positively
correlated with a leader who provides clarity and autonomy, but not accountability?

Minimal Utility of Categorical Variable Approach

A more detailed account of the development of a leadership categorical variable is prepared in
Appendix E. However, it is only worth brief comment to mention that a model utilizing
leadership as a categorical variable produced many estimates, particularly for leadership, that
were neither statistically significant nor connected to theory or outcomes of interest in a coherent
fashion. It does not appear that leadership as a categorical variable offers new insight when
incorporated into the larger model.

98



Findings

Three primary results emerge from efforts to revise the initial quantitative model. First,
incorporating a specific empowerment variable that focuses on a power dynamic between
subordinate and superior and the avoidance of potential backlash—having to ask permission
before performing work tasks—does not appear to dramatically improve the explanatory power
of my initial model. I also does not siphon off a significant portion of the effect of the
psychological safety variable. Thus, while there is value in testing new controls based on
interview responses, the revised approaches do not place independent, substantially significant
importance on the item of pursuing work tasks without asking permission.

Second, because of the limited strength of associations between leader variables (other than some
measures of accountability) and outcomes in the revised approaches, it does not appear that a
construct of leadership as a three-component or categorical variable provides a significant new
accounting of factors that drive personnel outcomes beyond the initial model. Importantly, the
addition of interaction terms and combined leadership variables had little effect on psychological
safety’s associations with key outcomes, suggesting that specific, independent leader behaviors
(rather than combinations of behaviors) can create conditions for psychological safety or other
positive outcomes.

Finally, model revisions prompt a reflection that more foundational relational factors may be at
play than a single construct is capturing. Psychological safety is found to have sustained,
significant importance across all models. Coefficients in regression estimates for leaders (initial
model) and colleagues (both initial and revised models) demonstrate the value of interpersonal
factors in the workplace. And interviewee comments repeatedly emphasized the importance of
relational aspects of their work. These reflections prompt the exploratory factor analysis
conducted in the following section.

Conducting Factor Analysis

Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) is a method that allows for the testing of multiple variables to
identify broader underlying factors. Prompted by initial data analysis and interview findings, this
EFA provides one final lens through which to view how psychological safety and other emerging
themes of importance, especially more relational variables, are connected to one another. To
conduct this analysis, I follow the approach to factor analysis prescribed by Marley Watkins
(2018).

Watkins EFA Methodological Approach

In a review of best practices for EFA, significant emphasis is placed on judicious decisionmaking
throughout the process. Watkins focuses on several essential components of properly executed
EFA:
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e Selecting groups of variables that are within the same domain. Watkins offers the
example of not including questions related to mathematical operations in an analysis of
questions focused on reading comprehension (2018, p. 222).

e Distributional properties of data, including correlations of the chosen variables that fall in
ranges that lend themselves to the use of EFA. Watkins offers examples of a measure of
sampling adequacy, such as Bartlett’s test of sphericity, or a Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO)
measure above 0.70 (2018, p. 226).

e The number of factors to retain, which Watkins characterizes as often being a balance
between “parsimony and comprehensiveness,” with a middle ground of estimating “a
model that contains just enough factors to account for the important covariation among
measured variables” (2018, p. 229).

e Decisions regarding how factors are rotated and subsequently interpreted. Factor rotation
is often either orthogonal or oblique; in the former case, factors are not allowed correlate
(but may consequently present less realistic results); in the latter, correlation between
factors is allowed (though at the expense of interpretation precision) (Watkins, 2018, p.
233). Interpretations, Watkins notes, are often synthesized in names given to factors,
which are often selected “by considering what their most salient manifest variables have
in common” (2018, p. 236).

In the following sections, I present my EFA utilizing Watkins’s guidance. Given the estimate
similarities between the Very Large agency data sets and DHS-only data sets in analysis thus far,
I limit this EFA to the former data set and do not break out DHS-specific results.

Exploratory Factor Analysis

This monograph has already provided ample explanation of reasoning for the creation of
independent variable scales and the questions that comprise them. Additionally, each scale has
been explicitly connected to outcomes of interest, meaning that this analysis scrutinizes variables
in the same domain. As a result, and considering the minimal changes introduced by the revised
approaches described earlier in this chapter, I proceed using the independent variables utilized in
the Chapter 5 model, with one addition. Given the strength and significance of the Accountability
variable discovered earlier in this chapter, I include it in my factor analysis.

Per Watkins, many correlations between variables selected for EFA should exceed 0.3 (2018, p.
226). I assess these correlations using the “pwcorr” command in Stata, and each one is above the
0.3 threshold. Next, I conduct a Bartlett test and a KMO measure test. The former is intended to
ensure that the correlation matrix is not homogeneous (a significant test result indicates rejection
of the hypothesis that the correlation matrix is homogeneous) (Jackson, 1993). The latter tests for
“common variance within a data set, which indicates that latent factors may be present and EFA
may be performed” (Howard, 2016, p. 52). In both cases, I meet requirements for use of factor
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analysis. The p-value of the Bartlett test is 0.000, and my KMO measure of sampling adequacy is
0.947, indicating a reasonable use case for EFA.

Using the 2023 FEVS data file, my Principal Component Analysis (PCA) assesses the nine
scales incorporated in the initial model in Chapter 5, as well as an accountability variable. Table
7.4 contains the 10 variables included in this analysis.

Table 7.4. Variables Utilized for Exploratory Factor Analysis

Variable Name

Psychological safety Institutional fit
Career development Job Clarity
Autonomy Leadership
Colleagues Workload

Compensation Accountability

Below, Table 7.5 illustrates the initial estimates of PCA, which finds that only a single factor has
an Eigenvalue of 1.000 or greater—often considered a general, though not binding, rule for
factor inclusion (Williams, Onsman, and Brown, 2010).

Table 7.5. Initial Principal Component Analysis Estimates — Unrotated

Component Eigenvalue Difference Proportion Cumulative

1 6.8574 6.0711 0.6857 0.6857
2 0.7863 0.2163 0.0786 0.7643
3 0.5700 0.1022 0.0570 0.8213
4 0.4678 0.0495 0.0468 0.8681
5 0.4183 0.1216 0.0418 0.9099
6 0.2967 0.1086 0.0297 0.9396
7 0.1881 0.0165 0.0188 0.9584
8 0.1716 0.0391 0.0172 0.9756
9 0.1325 0.0209 0.0132 0.9888
10 0.1116 N/A 0.0112 1.0000

Number of observations: 418,499
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These estimates suggest that using a decision rule of 1.000 or greater for maintaining factors
would eliminate all but one factor. However, common practice in EFA is to assess estimates in
multiple ways before determining the number of factors to maintain (Williams, Onsman, and
Brown, 2010). One such additional assessment is to produce a Scree plot of the PCA that
visualizes the amount of explained variance that comes from each additional factor. This plot is
reproduced as Figure 7.1.

Figure 7.1. Scree Plot of PCA Eigenvalues

Scree plot of eigenvalues after pca
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Figure 7.1 provides a clear illustration of the fact that the first factor produced by PCA explains
the vast majority of variance among factors. To be thorough in my assessment of the best number
of factors to maintain, I employ two other tests: Minimum Average Partial Correlation for the
number of Principal Components, and a Maximum Likelihood Factor Analysis, both of which
are commonly utilized as additional tests for determining the number of factors to retain (Caron,
2019; Tucker and Lewis, 1973).

Table 7.6. Minimum Average Partial Correlation for Number of Principal Components

Note: Pick number of components (m) at which fm is minimum. If f1 > fO
(average intervariable correlation), then no components should be extracted

=0 f0 =.4282
=1 f1=.0267
=2 f2=.0570
=3 f3=.0807
m=4 f4=.1056
=5 f5=.1534
m=6 f6 =.1907
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m=7 f7=.3123
m=8 f8 =.4679
m=9 f9=1.000

minap procedure suggests that 1 principal component should be extracted

As noted in Table 7.6, this additional test suggests a single principal component for extraction.
The outcome of Maximum Likelihood Factor Analysis provides a different result, though,
ultimately suggesting, as seen in Table 7.7, that six factors, rather than one, be retained.

Table 7.7. Maximum Likelihood Factor Analysis

Factor analysis with different numbers of factors

Number of Factors Log-Likelihood df_m df_r AIC BIC
1 -103713.9 10 35 207447.7 207557.2
2 -47249.2 19 26 94536.4 94744.4
3 -26001.9 27 18 52057.8 52353.3
4 -11117.9 34 1 22303.7 22675.8
5 -4026.9 40 5 8133.9 8571.7
6 -854.5 45 0 1799.0 2291.5

Models with 4, 5, and 6 factors are Heywood cases

In sum, the majority of tests indicate that I am best off retaining just one factor for rotation and
interpretation, but a third test recommends retaining up to six factors. Because I am seeking to
understand relationships between variables—and believe that more than one underlying factor
undergirds them—I perform rotations on every number of retained factors from 1 to 6.

Additionally, because factors in this case will likely have some degree of overlap, I use oblique
rotations rather than orthogonal rotations. The latter would allow for cleaner interpretations
because orthogonally rotated factor loadings are not correlated with loadings from the same
variable in a different factor. Unfortunately, it would also represent a less realistic picture of the
loadings for each factor, given that there is likely to be some degree of correlation between
factors. I use the “promax” command in Stata to obliquely rotate my factors.

Based on the testing completed, maintaining a single factor is likely to provide the most
statistically accurate analysis of underlying factors, but maintaining five factors provides more
nuanced insight into how the different variables are connected. To illustrate, I present results
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from rotations of both, offering interpretations for each. The remaining estimates (for 2, 3, 4, and
6 factors) and respective interpretations are included in full in Appendix F.

1 Factor — Oblique Rotation

Table 7.8. Exploratory Factor Analysis Estimates — One Factor

Rotated Factor Loadings (Pattern Matrix) and Unique Variances
Variable Factor 1 Uniqueness
Leadership 0.9306 0.1339
Career Development 0.9251 0.1443
Psychological Safety 0.9088 0.1741
Job Clarity 0.8870 0.2132
Autonomy 0.8682 0.2462
Workload 0.8235 0.3219
Institutional Fit 0.7644 0.4157
Colleagues 0.7582 0.4252
Accountability 0.6433 0.5862
Compensation 0.4803 0.7693

Given the loadings of factors upon rotation, I characterize the single factor retained in this case
as “Well-Led Professional Growth.” Leadership, Career Development, and Psychological Safety
have the three highest loadings, suggesting a blend of relational and professional elements that
comprise a unified explanatory factor. Autonomy and Job Clarity also have high loadings,
indicating an important role for how tasks are actually performed in a workplace. Both
Accountability and Compensation have loadings significantly smaller than those of the other
variables. In sum, a single factor approach affirms a central place for psychological safety, along
with leadership and aspects of professional life, in one’s understanding of what federal survey
data is primarily measuring.
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5 Factors — Oblique Rotation

Table 7.9. Exploratory Factor Analysis Estimates — Five Factors

Rotated Factor Loadings (Pattern Matrix) and Unique Variances

Variable Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 Uniqueness
Psychological Safety 0.3568 0.6579 -0.0390 0.0480 -0.0082 0.0902
Career Development 0.4338 0.2300 0.2957 -0.0321 0.1352 0.1271
Colleagues -0.0032 0.7345 0.1246 0.0401 0.0047 0.2834
Compensation 0.0341 -0.0002 -0.0373 0.0514 0.6277 0.5640
Institutional Fit 0.1726 0.0965 0.0593 0.5633 0.0922 0.2725
Workload 0.4802 0.1337 0.1617 -0.0256 0.1886 0.3101
Autonomy 0.8305 0.0976 -0.0778 0.0505 0.0211 0.1871
Job Clarity 0.6024 0.0587 0.0716 0.2844 -0.0086 0.1778
Leadership 0.8722 0.0058 0.1271 0.0124 -0.0203 0.0729
Accountability 0.0443 0.0573 0.7211 0.0466 -0.0464 0.3715

In the five-factor model, loadings across factors change significantly, accounting for a broader
array of elements undergirding the 10 variables included in the analysis. I now refer to the first
factor as “Empowering Leadership,” given the very high loadings on both the leadership and
autonomy scales. Other variables have lower or near-zero loadings in the first factor.

The second factor demonstrates high loadings for both Colleagues and Psychological Safety. As
a result, I refer to the second factor as “Collaborative and Safe Colleagues.”

I now refer to the third factor as “Accountable Workplace” because, while Accountability
continues to have a high loading, Career Development falls below 0.3, though only just (0.2957).

The fourth and fifth factors are primarily comprised of Institutional Fit and Compensation
Satisfaction, respectively, and I refer to them as such. No other variables in either factor have a
loading above 0.3.

Retaining Five Factors

The presentation of different factor estimates raises an important tradeoff for consideration.
While most tests suggest retaining just one factor to characterize the relationships between my
variables, one test does not. Simultaneously, estimates with one factor indicates that only a
handful of variables dominate the single factor, whereas a choice to retain five factors results in a
set of factors that is more closely aligned with what theory suggests.
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It is true that each of the survey questions incorporated in this EFA may measure similar
concepts. Even diverse FEVS questions about leadership quality, compensation, and institutional
fit may amount to different ways of eliciting a response to what is ultimately the same question:
“Do you like your current work situation?”” However, a series of five factors helps articulate even
the small ways in which selected variables address unique aspects of workplace experiences for
public sector employees. Ultimately, I believe the benefit of explanation provided by five-factor
estimates is of greater value than the single-factor estimates, and I would consequently choose to
retain that number. It highlights the critical role that psychological safety plays in explaining
underlying factors. It also underscores how different interpersonal, professional, individual, and
material facets of the workplace are captured by FEVS data.

Additionally, factor analysis reinforces the argument that a psychological safety construct
comprises an essential element of what survey questions are ultimately measuring. In single-
factor estimates, psychological safety is among the three highest-loaded variables. In every group
of multi-factor estimates that follows, it is a highly loaded variable in the second factor. While
factor analysis presents different ways of interpreting what different scales are measuring, any
such interpretation indicates that psychological safety has an influential role to play. Rather than
disappearing among other factors, psychological safety plays a role of significance.

Summary of Chapter 7 Findings

This chapter has addressed two issues that emerged from the combination of initial data analysis
and interview responses. One is that facets of leadership, including facets that represent relevant
components of psychological safety, appear to have a strong association with personnel
outcomes, and thus deserve closer scrutiny. Another is that the combinations of variables
analyzed in survey analysis and named by interviewees pointed towards potential underlying
factors.

Psychological safety retained its associations with personnel outcomes under a
simplified leadership model

In assessments of revised models, psychological safety continued to be universally, significantly,
and positively associated with key DHS personnel outcomes. The strength of its associations
grew slightly for Job Satisfaction (0.072), Work Quality (0.158), and Retention (0.173) in the
first revised model. This occurred despite the fact that a simplified leadership model included
considerations of the extent to which supervisors empower subordinates—a leader behavior
closely related to a key element of the psychological safety construct.
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Combinations of leader behaviors did not produce strong additional associations with
key personnel metrics

Regression analysis of three revised models revealed some meaningful associations between
individual leader behaviors and outcomes. These associations were limited to individual
leadership variables, however, rather than combinations of variables such as clarity and
empowerment. For example, incorporating interaction terms among leadership variables and
testing leadership as a categorical variable resulted in associations that were very weak, even
when statistically significant. This finding does indicate, though, that individual leadership
variables are not inappropriately serving as a proxy for other variables that are combinations of
leadership behaviors.

Accountability emerged as the individual leadership variable with the strongest
associations—both positive and negative—on personnel outcomes

Regression analysis across revised models showed a strong connection between accountability
and personnel outcomes of interest. For example, it had a strong, positive association with DHS
team work quality (0.099) but a significant, negative association with job satisfaction (-0.044)
and retention intentions (-0.138). This compares against clarity (0.058 for job satisfaction; -0.020
for work quality; 0.052 for retention intentions) and empowerment (0.019 for job satisfaction; -
0.018 for work quality; -0.050 for retention intentions), both of which had relatively weaker
associations with most outcomes of interest. Accountability therefore emerges from this analysis
as an important consideration, given both the strength of its outcome associations, as well as the
fact that it has directionally different associations with the different outcomes.

Factor analysis indicated that relational factors comprise a substantial portion of what
the model scales ultimately capture

Factor analysis largely confirmed what was revealed both by the initial model in Chapter 5 and
DHS personnel interviews in Chapter 6. That is, clear distinctions emerge across breakdowns of
relational, professional, individual, and material factors. Moreover, psychological safety is found
to comprise a foundational role in the underlying factors produced by EFA. Additionally, in both
single- and five-factor estimates, leadership was highly salient. In this way, factor analysis
provides strong evidence of the value of leadership, the importance of psychological safety, the
critical role of an organization’s relational environment, and the reality of distinctions across
different kinds of workplace factors that shape outcomes.
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Chapter 8. Findings, Policy Recommendations, Future Research

Across three distinct research sections, this monograph has shed new light on the interpersonal
construct of psychological safety and its association with personnel outcomes in the U.S.
Department of Homeland Security. These results hold for DHS personnel alone, as well as for all
personnel across the six largest U.S. federal government agencies. Therefore, these findings and
recommendations could be of value to managers and personnel policymakers in several federal
organizations, not just to those in DHS.

Research Questions and General Findings

This dissertation was designed to address four specific research questions, but my analysis has
also produced broader additional findings. As a result, the following sections summarize answers
to my initial research questions, followed by elaboration on four additional themes that emerged
over the course of this study. For each additional theme, policy recommendations are
incorporated for consideration by leaders at DHS and other federal departments and agencies.

1. The climate of psychological safety at DHS appears worse than at other very large
agencies, but it is likely impacted most significantly by team-level circumstances

In absolute terms, FEV'S results indicate that the Department of Homeland Security trails its
peers with respect to the health of its interpersonal climate. Prior work has shown how, across a
range of interpersonal matters, DHS employee survey score averages are well below those of
employees in most other Very Large federal agencies (Thompson, 2024). Taking a few
examples, 69.9% of DHS employees agreed with the sentiment that they could express opinions
differing from those of their colleagues, compared to between 73.3% and 77.3% of employees in
most (four) other Very Large agencies (USDA, DoD, Treasury, HHS) (Thompson, 2024, p. 19).
And just 51.8% of DHS employees—the lowest percentage among all Very Large agencies—
agreed that they felt encouraged to come up with new and better ways of doing things
(Thompson, 2024, p. 21). In general terms, the interpersonal climate at DHS appears to be worse
than at other Very Large agencies.

Based on quantitative analysis and comments made by DHS personnel, though, the climate of
psychological safety at DHS is likely dependent on specific team circumstances more than it is
on agency-wide challenges. The significance of absolute differences in evaluations of employee
experience across agencies may be less significant as a result. Regression analysis indicates that,
with respect to associations with key personnel metrics, the climate of psychological safety at
DHS is not substantially different from that at other Very Large agencies. In other words, the
strength of associations between psychological safety and personnel outcomes for DHS
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employees is not notably different from those for all Very Large agency personnel, even if
absolute survey data scores for DHS personnel are lower than those for most Very Large agency
personnel.

Statistical comparisons of outcomes across agencies suggest that DHS may have a healthier
organizational climate than others in some ways, but unhealthier in others. For example, when
estimates were statistically significant, other Very Large agencies were largely found to have
stronger work quality evaluations than DHS, but they were simultaneously found to have
generally lower job satisfaction and weaker retention intentions than DHS, on average and
holding all else equal.

2. Psychological safety has consistently positive associations with job satisfaction, team
work quality, and retention intentions in DHS and across very large agencies

Regardless of the statistical model used, personnel outcomes at DHS and across Very Large
agencies are positively associated with increases in psychological safety. This finding primarily
emerged from quantitative data. With respect to DHS employees in particular, psychological
safety was found to be positively and significantly associated with Job Satisfaction, Work
Quality, and Retention in the initial model (Table 5.5). For Work Quality in particular, it is
noteworthy that among DHS employees, only two independent variables (Colleagues and
Workload) had stronger associations than psychological safety.

The same findings held under more simplified models of leadership explored in Chapter 7, in
which the strength of associations between psychological safety and personnel outcomes grew
slightly (Table 7.2). Statistical evidence strongly suggests that psychological safety is
meaningfully connected to DHS’s personnel outcomes. This sentiment was also expressed by
interviewees, who explicitly noted the value of psychological safety’s various manifestations
(i.e., ability to voice disagreement, report mistakes without fear of sanction, etc.) in efforts to
achieve organizational goals and retain personnel.

3. DHS personnel indicated minimal awareness of organizational policies related to
issues psychological safety affects, such as disagreements and error reporting

Interviewed DHS personnel had essentially no awareness of formal organizational policies or
training geared towards the behaviors that psychological safety promotes. This was the case for
the full range of issues discussed, including disagreements, deliberation, and error reporting.
DHS respondents described how disagreements and deliberation processes are commonly
addressed through email communications, informal conversations, or, if need be, team meetings.
These processes were not described as mandatory or formal, but rather as the organic outworking
of teams learning to address challenges together. In some cases, specific managers were said to
have attempted to institute more formal policies for deliberation processes, but these efforts were
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not the result of formal organizational guidance. Rather, they emerged because individual
leaders took initiative.

With respect to reporting mistakes, there was similarly no awareness of formal policies or
training. Respondents indicated that they would take a mistake to their boss if one was made or
make an initial attempt to fix the problem before raising it with leadership, but that this kind of
interaction was not formalized in policy or training. Aside from general security training (e.g.,
policies for handling sensitive information), interviewees were explicit in stating that they did
not know of formal organizational guidance for responding to professional errors. Given that
quantitative data was not available to address the broader awareness of the DHS workforce,
some caution must be taken not to over-interpret this finding. Still, exploratory interviews
indicate that even if formal policies exist for promoting psychological safety, they are not
universally known by DHS personnel. This presents a potential opportunity for more explicit
focus to be placed on guidance surrounding responses to mistakes.

4. Barriers to psychological safety at DHS include inconsistent communication of
priorities and expectations, inconsistent leadership behaviors, and concerns about a
lack of relevant personal experience or expertise

According to interviewed personnel, multiple barriers to psychological safety exist at DHS, but
they take different forms. One of the clearest manifestations of a barrier is how dependent team
dynamics are upon the personalities of leaders. Interviewees repeatedly emphasized the point
that the climate of psychological safety on a given team—which is to say, one’s ability to
disagree, take risks, or report mistakes—hinges on personalities. Multiple individuals recalled
prior experiences with good leaders and with bad leaders, with the latter creating work
environments that peers were eventually no longer willing to tolerate. Leaders unwilling to
protect their subordinates were clearly viewed as barriers to psychological safety at DHS; part of
the challenge in addressing this barrier was the unpredictable nature of leader personalities in the
organization.

Additional barriers included inconsistency in communication and goal setting at the
organizational level, as well as perceptions of inexperience. Interviewees observed that in many
cases, goals are liable to suddenly change, significantly increasing potential costs associated with
taking professional risks. For example, if someone works toward a goal using a new approach,
but the goal is changed or removed, there is little motivation to continue putting one’s reputation
on the line in the future. As interviewees suggested, an absence of consistent clarity concerning
specific tasks or team goals can make it much more difficult for individuals to feel comfortable
speaking up and taking risks. Additionally, DHS personnel noted that a sense of inexperience, be
it a lack of professional expertise or length of time with a given team, can be a barrier to
psychological safety. Even individuals with relevant training, education, and prior experience
may think and feel that because of their relatively junior status, it is wiser to refrain from voicing
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disagreements or suggesting a new approach to a challenge the team is facing. This is not to say
there is no wisdom in taking time to acclimate to a new role and work environment, but if even
qualified individuals think and feel that they cannot speak up because of potential consequence, a
team is not functioning with an optimal degree of psychological safety.

5. Psychological safety is a construct worthy of greater attention in efforts to improve
personnel management at DHS

Taken all together, the most significant finding of this study is that in quantitative analysis of
survey data, semi-structured interviews with DHS personnel, and exploratory factor analysis,
psychological safety repeatedly stands out as a construct of value. This was the case for job
satisfaction, evaluations of team work quality, and retention intentions. Though reasonable
concern could be expressed that too much focus on psychological safety could produce
deliberation without decisions or lower performance standards, the positive benefits of this
interpersonal dynamic are clear. It is a construct worthy of the attention of DHS management,
especially because of its universally positive associations with employee sentiments (job
satisfaction and retention intentions) and organizational performance (team work quality). It is
worth reiterating here a point highlighted by DHS interviewees: psychological safety need not be
mistaken for an exhortation to be nice, to be excessively lenient when mistakes are made, or to
entertain endless debate. Rather, it speaks to the value of openness to mission-focused risk-
taking, where disagreements, admission of errors, and innovation can spark genuine
improvements in organizational outcomes, including performance and other personnel matters.
To that end, managers could consider mitigation approaches to limit excessive deliberation or
tolerance for mistakes, including clearly communicating how decision processes will be carried
out, as well as how repeated or especially egregious mistakes will be addressed.

Recommendations

Given the identified value of the psychological safety construct and its association with many
personnel outcomes, I offer three specific recommendations for the consideration of DHS leaders
(though these recommendations could apply more broadly to other federal agencies).

First, DHS leaders should specifically assess psychological safety within their components
using more robust metrics, such as Edmondson’s validated instrument. Knowledge about the
climate of this dynamic, particularly over time, would provide valuable insight into a driver of
performance and personnel outcomes.

Second, DHS should provide explicit guidance to leaders and managers on the behavioral
facets of psychological safety, including the value of soliciting input, protecting subordinates,
and being decisive. This kind of guidance should account for the difference between
“appropriate grace” and “total permissiveness.” Psychological safety encourages the former; it
rejects the latter. Leaders concerned about lowered standards should take comfort in the fact that,
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appropriately understood, psychological safety distinguishes between infrequent errors, which
are nearly inevitable in any organization, and general incompetence, which should not be
tolerated.

Finally, DHS should incorporate behavioral facets explicitly connected to psychological safety
in its evaluations of personnel utilized for leadership training and even promotion reviews.
Psychological safety is ultimately a behavioral issue, cultivated not just when leaders say they
tolerate dissent or risk-taking, but when they actually tolerate dissent or risk-taking. These kinds
of behaviors are measurable. For example, has a leader disinvited an individual who disagrees
from meetings? Has a colleague publicly shamed a peer after making a minor mistake? These
kinds of specific behaviors can be accounted for in personnel evaluations, especially those of
individuals being considered for leadership and management positions, with potential benefits of
selection improvements and an alignment of incentives and desired behaviors.

6. A balanced exercise of authority on the part of supervisors and leaders is critical for
cultivating psychological safety

An additional finding beyond my initial research questions, particularly drawn from interviews
with DHS personnel, is that engaged and balanced leadership plays a foundational role in
determining the quality of employee work experiences. DHS personnel repeatedly affirmed that
they do desire leaders who are decisive and clear in communicating their expectations, but that
they do not desire leaders who fail to protect subordinates or dismiss their views outright. These
views represent a simultaneous rejection of passivity and callousness. Fundamentally, personnel
expressed approval of leaders who adopt a balanced approach to authority—one that blends real
decisionmaking power over subordinates with the responsibilities to listen to and protect those
over whom they have authority. This kind of leadership may be of especially significant value in
a national security organization, where the costs of failure can be extremely high. If a lone
individual views a policy or operational plan differently than the rest of a team, speaking up—
already challenging to do in a high stakes situation—is made more difficult when leaders do not
protect subordinates or give them leeway to speak freely. Otherwise, what is the benefit of being
the only team member to break from consensus, and risk being wrong, about a consequential
national security decision? In the absence of leadership that exercises authority in a balanced
fashion, the potential cost of speaking out is likely too high for subordinates to overcome.

Such a finding represents a rejection of the kind of fear-based leadership advocated for by
Machiavelli, but not a rejection of leadership per se. Individuals expressed a sentiment that the
exercise of authority was essential, but that when leaders fail to assume its responsibilities as
well as its privileges, harmful organizational effects follow. Their views track quite closely with
the view of authority advocated for by Aquinas.
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These interview findings also align with prior research connecting leadership and psychological
safety. Interviews revealed several important sentiments already documented in leadership
literature. The first is that what leaders do, rather than what they say, has the greatest impact on
subordinates. A leader who actively solicits input and gives it fair consideration, or who responds
constructively when subordinates bring mistakes to their attention, impacts employee satisfaction
and effort far more positively than one whose actions do not reflect stated commitments to
openness. This does not mean interviewees desired leaders who were open to the point of being
indecisive, however; they expressed a preference for a balance of decisiveness and willingness to
consider feedback. Second, respondent perspectives affirmed an important role for supervisors in
setting the tone of a workplace. In this way, leadership behaviors could be viewed, as some
literature has suggested, as an antecedent of psychological safety. Moreover, the emphasis
interviewees placed on the leadership role in determining organizational climate provides further
motivation to explore the relationship between leadership at DHS and psychological safety.

Recommendations

Both quantitative analysis and interviews highlighted the importance of clearly communicated
and consistently pursued goals.

First, at a senior supervisory level down to team managerial levels, DHS should emphasize to its
leaders and managers the essential value of clearly communicating objectives and
expectations. With uncertainty comes dissatisfaction, but by maintaining focus on regular and
clear communication, such uncertainty can be reduced among personnel—at little to no financial
cost.

Because of the significant emphasis placed on the relationship between leadership and
psychological safety in both literature and interview findings, DHS should more closely assess
relationships between team leader behaviors, team psychological safety, and key personnel
metrics. The substantial amount of work identifying leadership as having a critical impact on
personnel makes it a subject worthy of additional attention.

Clear communication from leadership is not all that matters, though; consistency matters, too.
DHS officials should be cognizant of the reality that frequently changing goals will generate
frustration and likely harm motivation among personnel. While not possible to implement a
regulation concerning this issue, management training in DHS should incorporate emphasis on
goal consistency and, if the work of subordinates is discarded following a goal change, the
importance of explaining to why goal changes have been made. Legitimate frustration grows out
of experiences in which hard work is discarded on a whim, making consistency an important
facet of engaged leadership.

Finally, leaders should embrace authority commensurate to their roles, but they must also adopt
the full range of responsibilities their roles entail. In its management guidance, DHS should
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encourage its leaders to be decisive and to seek out and incorporate the feedback of
subordinates. A leader who ignores subordinates and only ever issues orders is likely to harm
morale and performance. A leader who indulges too much discussion as a means of avoiding
decisions—and the potential accountability they bring—will leave their team adrift. Both cases
represent costs to organizations, and DHS should strive to train its managers to limit an excess of
either.

7. Several workplace factors have directionally different associations with job
satisfaction, team work quality, and retention intentions, complicating efforts to
improve personnel outcomes

Another theme that emerged, particularly from quantitative analysis, is that the same
independent variable can have directionally different associations with different personnel
outcomes. For example, Chapter 7 found that accountability had a significant and positive impact
on team work quality evaluations for DHS personnel, but a significant and negative impact on
job satisfaction and retention intentions. Similarly, autonomy had significant and positive
associations with job satisfaction and retention intentions, but a slightly negative association with
work quality evaluations.

These findings present a potential challenge for DHS officials and managers. Increasing
accountability may improve team work quality while harming job satisfaction and retention
intentions. Autonomy may increase job satisfaction and retention intentions among DHS
employees while negatively impacting a team’s work quality. An individual’s degree of
institutional fit—largely beyond the decision power of those not involved in the hiring process—
may be an effectively monopolizing driver of job satisfaction. These findings point to the likely
presence of very real tradeoffs for DHS leadership in management efforts to improve personnel
outcomes. If greater accountability improves work quality but drives away workers, what is the
appropriate level of accountability to pursue? If more autonomy improves retention while
diminishing work quality, what is the optimal management choice for the degree of latitude
given to DHS personnel?

Recommendations

To address identified tradeoffs, DHS leaders should clarify and prioritize personnel outcomes.
For example, if retention is determined to be the most important personnel goal because of
current recruiting challenges, greater autonomy might be prioritized, even if it comes at the
expense of other outcomes, such as evaluations of work quality. If work quality matters more to
leaders than retention because of unacceptable decreases in organizational effectiveness, a higher
degree of accountability might be prioritized.

To the extent possible, when choosing facets of workplace life to target for improved personnel
outcomes, DHS leadership should place focus on factors that fit one of two categories:
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1. Universally positive associations. For example, psychological safety was positively
associated with every personnel outcome. If managers are striving to improve outcomes
across the board, they should look to factors that appear to generate positive outcomes for
each outcome of interest, rather than factors that have a positive association with some
outcomes but a negative one with others.

2. Substantially strong, positive associations. Institutional fit represents a workplace factor
that makes many others effectively pale in comparison with respect to associations with
both job satisfaction and retention. If an organization’s aim is to have the /argest impact
on an outcome of interest, it should target improvements to those factors with the
strongest associations with relevant outcomes. In this case, if individuals who closely
align with the mission and tasks of DHS jobs are likeliest to be content in their
workplace, the Department should place special focus on discerning the degree to which
job applicants feel aligned with the organizational mission and role. This represents a
structural change in personnel decisionmaking, rather than a management change in
professional development efforts.

Also noteworthy is that demographic profiles have much stronger associations with retention
intentions than they do with the other two personnel outcomes. As a result, using separation
information, DHS leaders could seek clearer understanding of the connections between groups
likelier to express intention to leave and their actual separation behaviors. This understanding
could drive further study to determine if disparities between categories (for example, disability
status, sex, supervisor status) derive from institutional practices or policies that could be
considered for revision.

8. Underlying factors of workplace scales are dominated by interpersonally-focused
workplace issues

Another core finding of this study derives from exploratory factor analysis, which demonstrates
that the scales developed from FEV'S data are capturing underlying interpersonal dynamics
more than any other kind of consideration, such as compensation or workload. This analysis
also reveals clear delineations between the kinds of factors FEVS data is measuring beyond
interpersonal dynamics. Traditional personnel assessments may only account for a handful of
factors when studying recruitment, retention, or performance challenges, such as needed
technical skills, material resource concerns, or professional development opportunities. However,
EFA reveals that FEVS data primarily captures relational factors, including leadership,
psychological safety, and colleague relationships.

While other workplace factors such as professional development are incorporated, relational
factors appear to dominate what OPM survey data is actually measuring. In single-factor
estimates, leadership and psychological safety, both of which are clearly relational in nature, are
two of the three variables with the highest loading. And in five-factor estimates, the first two
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factors are most dominated by leadership, psychological safety, and colleague relationships.
There would be value in developing further understanding of these narrower categories, but for
now, the analysis in this monograph indicates that a broad collection of FEVS items is ultimately
capturing relationally-focused workplace issues.

Recommendations

DHS officials may on occasion conduct assessments (or hire other organizations for that
purpose) focusing on improving personnel outcomes. Given the results of this study, DHS
leaders should ensure that future assessment efforts incorporate multiple facets of the
workplace experience. A focus on interpersonal dynamics the excludes skills, compensation, and
professional development opportunities will result in a clearly incomplete understanding of a
workplace environment that shapes personnel outcomes. Similarly, a sole focus on material or
professional factors would fail to capture the relational dynamics that are pervasive and
influential in personnel outcomes. It is not possible to overstate how important it is for DHS
workplace and personnel assessments to view professional life as multi-dimensional.

Even more broadly than perceptions of psychological safety, DHS officials should seek to
understand and emphasize the ways in which relational behaviors drive outcomes. Current
OPM survey items allow for documentation of general employee views, but they are not tied to
concrete behavioral evaluations. And as both research and interviews revealed, employees know
the difference between leaders and organizations that merely say they tolerate dissent, and those
that embrace it when it emerges. By taking additional steps, either through OPM survey data or
independent evaluation efforts to understand behaviors and not just sentiments, DHS could
generate a clearer picture of the behaviors that are most common among its leaders and
managers, and that impact employee job satisfaction, performance, and retention.

Limitations

While addressed in some detail in Chapter 4, it is important to summarize the limitations of this
study, including its generalizability.

First, because of the very small, non-random, and single-component sample of DHS personnel
interviewees, qualitative findings should not be construed as having broad generalizability.
The inclusion of narrative detail from the actual experiences of DHS personnel is essential for
improving psychological safety modeling for public sector employees, but the experiences
shared by interviewees should be verified across components and a much larger sample size
before being accepted as representative.

I also face some construct limitations in this study, both because I do not use Edmondson’s
exact, validated psychological safety survey instrument, and because I did not have access to
team-level survey data for DHS personnel. Any potential theoretical or statistical flaws deriving
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from these limitations at the outset would have the potential to reduce the accuracy of findings.
As such, this statistical analysis should not be seen as conclusive, but simply as one of multiple
approaches with which psychological safety at DHS can be viewed and understood more fully.

On a related note, my model is not causal, so I am limited to highlighting associations between
psychological safety and personnel outcomes. These results should not be interpreted as
establishing a causal link between the constructs of workplace factors I develop and outcomes
of interest.

Finally, the outcomes of team work quality and retention intentions measured in this study
ultimately focus on subjective experience, not objective measures of behaviors. As a result, |
am not able to say whether the workplace factors studied are associated with the verified
achievement of certain objectives, or with actual separations from DHS. In an ideal scenario,
behaviorally focused metrics for performance, effectiveness, and departures would add strength
to my analysis.

Directions for Future Research

Given the importance of psychological safety identified in this dissertation, multiple research
areas could prove fruitful for DHS in future efforts to improve personnel outcomes.

First, DHS could utilize team level data, which it already has access to through OPM, to explore
team-based impacts of the factors identified in this dissertation. For instance, in a team of 20
people, it may be the case that the average perception of psychological safety in the team, rather
than any one individual perception of psychological safety, has an outsized impact on individual
personnel outcomes. Utilizing team-level data could help address this question. If any
longitudinal information, objective performance metrics, or separation information is available to
DHS officials, this could also be incorporated alongside team-level data.

Additionally, given the findings of both prior research and this study, DHS could place special
focus on understanding the relationship between leadership and psychological safety. This
could include additional data analysis assessing the impact of every leadership behavior or
quality assessed in the FEVS, testing if certain aspects of leadership act as antecedents of
psychological safety, and additional efforts to identify if any other aspects of the DHS work
environment appear to be as strongly connected to psychological safety as leadership appears to
be.

Given the associations discovered between psychological safety and personnel outcomes, OPM
could consider incorporating FEV'S questions that more explicitly target the psychological
safety construct. By more closely mirroring Edmondson’s instrument, future survey data could
offer a more standardized way of developing understanding of what appears to be a construct of
critical relevance within both DHS and other Very Large federal agencies.
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Additional research could focus on DHS policies related to management in order to uncover how
much or little certain behavioral criteria are truly evaluated. For example, researchers could
Sfully document the extent to which leadership behaviors connected to psychological safety are
considered in promotion decisions. Such documentation could allow for a robust assessment of
current practices and potential areas for improvement in selecting leaders who cultivate
psychological safety and, likely, improved performance, job satisfaction, and retention.

Finally, researchers could interview a broader range of personnel, either within a specific
DHS component or across a range of DHS components. This kind of expanded qualitative
study could provide rich, practical detail for officials seeking to understand the narrative context
that surrounds current personnel outcomes.
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Appendix A. Demographic Categories and Sub-Categories

Below is a list of demographic categories and sub-categories included in both the 2022 and 2023
FEVS files utilized for data analysis. Ultimately, eight demographic categories were incorporated
in analysis. The following list indicates each category, sub-category, and the baseline sub-

category used for analysis.

e Agency
1. Department of Homeland Security (baseline)
2. Department of Defense
3. Department of Justice
4. Department of Health and Human Services
5. Department of Agriculture
6. Department of the Treasury
e Race/Ethnicity
1. White, non-Hispanic (baseline)
2. Black, non-Hispanic
3. Asian, non-Hispanic
4. Other, non-Hispanic
5. Hispanic
e Disability
1. Reports having a disability (baseline)
2. Reports having no disability
o Age
1. Under 40 years old (baseline)
2. 40 years and older

Supervisory Status

1.
2.

Non-supervisor (baseline)
Supervisor/manager/executive

Federal Tenure

1. 10 years or fewer (baseline)
2. 11 to 20 years
3. More than 20 years
e Sex
1. Male (baseline)
2. Female

Military Service
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1. Prior military service (baseline)
2. No prior military service
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Appendix B. Literature Review of Quantitative Scales

The following sections offer a full review, including footnotes, of the literature that connects the
concepts undergirding scales developed for quantitative evaluation in Chapter 5 and Chapter 7 to
three outcomes of interest: job satisfaction, team performance, and retention intentions. The eight
scales utilized in quantitative analysis are taken in turn.

Career Development

Individual and meta-analytical studies have found that when employees are given opportunities
to develop and advance professionally in their workplaces, positive organizational impact occurs.

Career development is positively associated with job satisfaction, and is characterized in several
ways. Scholars have found that recognition and reward for the quality of work performed and
effort given in furtherance of work tasks is related to job satisfaction (Aljumah, 2023; Andreassi
et al., 2012). Training and professional development are also considered important facets of
career development (Andreassi et al., 2012; Brown and Peterson, 1993; Alegre, Mas-Machuca,
and Berbegal-Mirabent, 2016). Finally, opportunities for promotion and organizational
advancement represent key career development steps associated with job satisfaction (Arian,
Soleimani, and Oghazian, 2018; Agho, Mueller, and Price, 1993; Cunningham, Westover, and
Harvey, 2023; Cantarelli, Belardinelli, and Belle, 2016).

Various aspects of career development are also regularly found to have a positive and significant
relationship with retention. These elements of career development include rewards, training, and
promotion opportunities (Heavey, Holwerda, and Hausknecht, 2013; James and Matthew, 2012;
Das and Baruah, 2013; Kyndt et al., 2009; Grissom, 2011; Bycio, Hackett, and Alvares, 1990;
Hausknecht, Rodda, and Howard, 2009; Rubenstein et al., 2018). Additionally, the specific topic
of feedback appears in literature addressing career development and employee retention (Pittino
et al., 2016; Ng et al., 2022). Finally concerning team performance, career development is
viewed as an effective vehicle for improving outcomes, consistently found to impact
organizations in positive ways. These include feedback and coaching, as well as training (Salas
et al., 2008; DeChurch and Mesmer-Magnus, 2010; Seibert, Wang, and Courtright, 2011).

Collectively, multiple elements of career development, to include training, feedback, rewards and
recognition, and promotion opportunities, appear in studies of job satisfaction, retention, and
team performance. To build a career development scale, I assessed the Federal Employee
Viewpoint Survey (FEVS) for content related to these components, ultimately selecting 11
questions for inclusion in the scale.

121



Autonomy

The second item in the scale concerns the agency individuals think they have to influence
decisionmaking over subsequent work tasks. In order to avoid confusion with the “Agency”
variable that represents the different federal agencies being analyzed, I use the “Autonomy”
label, though it less elegantly speaks to a more comprehensive ability to influence decisions
about work tasks.

The ability to participate in and influence work task decisionmaking is positively associated with
job satisfaction. It is characterized in literature as freedom in work or to operate independently,
the ability to participate in organizational life and decisionmaking, participative decisionmaking,
and a general sense of autonomy—"the extent to which individual employees can structure and
control how and when they perform their specific job" (Alegre, Mas-Machuca, and Berbegal-
Mirabent, 2016, p. 1391; Aljumah, 2023; Cantarelli, Belardinelli, and Belle, 2016; Pacheco and
Webber, 2016; Brown and Peterson, 1993; Dilig-Ruiz et al., 2018; Cunningham, Westover, and
Harvey, 2023).

Autonomy, or personal agency, is also regularly assessed in research exploring drivers of
employee retention. It is primarily examined as an employee’s involvement or participation in
decisionmaking, or simply as autonomy, and found to be positively correlated with retention
(Khalid and Nawab, 2018; Griffeth, Hom, and Gaertner, 2000; Kim and Kao, 2014; Rubenstein
et al., 2018; Grissom, 2011; Das and Baruah, 2013). It is also connected to work quality,
including facets of performance such as innovation and product development. In these cases,
autonomy is explored primarily through measures of participation in decisionmaking and
decisionmaking power or autonomy (Seibert, Wang, and Courtright, 2011; Hiilsheger, Anderson,
and Salgado, 2009; Chen, Damanpour, and Reilly, 2010; Ceri-Booms, Curseu, and Oerlemans,
2017; Stewart, 2006).

Given the frequent inclusion of different measures of the extent to which individuals have
control over work decisions and tasks in literature examining job satisfaction, retention, and team
performance, I assessed the 2022 FEVS for similarly focused questions. Three items represented
similar sentiment and were compiled into a scale for my model.

Colleagues

The third item in the scale concerns relationships an individual has with coworkers. I
differentiate this category from psychological safety because while research addressing colleague
relationships speaks to the general subject of interpersonal dynamics, it places less focus on the
power dynamics and possibilities of retribution or punishment integral to the psychological
safety construct. I include a separate scale for colleague relationships, while noting that despite a
clear theoretical distinction, there may be a small degree of overlap between the two scales.
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Colleague relationships are regularly cited as a driver of job satisfaction. Colleague interactions
are frequently described in literature in a relatively generic way in assessments of their
relationship to jobs satisfaction, including good or strong coworker relationships or relationships
and contact with colleagues (van Ham et al., 2006; Arian, Soleimani, and Oghazian, 2018;
Connolly and Viswesvaran, 2000; Cunningham, Westover, and Harvey, 2023). The value of
colleague relationships is also addressed when defined as a sense of teamwork or cooperation
among coworkers (Dilig-Ruiz et al., 2018; Alegre, Mas-Machuca, and Berbegal-Mirabent, 2016;
Andreassi et al., 2012).

The same goes for retention and team work quality. In the case of the former, positive
relationships with colleagues and peer support are seen as key considerations (Kim and Kao,
2014; James and Matthew, 2012; Das and Baruah, 2013). In the case of the latter, a broader set of
descriptors for colleague relationships are examined to assess impact on work quality. These
include team trust and cohesion, communication and information sharing among colleagues, and
the respectively positive and negative effects of social support and relationship conflict among
colleagues (de Jong, Dirks, and Gillespie, 2016; Chaudhary, Chopra and Kaur, 2022; Bui et al.,
2019; Mesmer-Magnus and DeChurch, 2009; Seibert, Wang, and Courtright, 2011; de Dreu and
Weingart, 2003). Across these categories, there remains an absence of measures that involve the
potential costs of interpersonal risk-taking, furthering the case for a scale that focuses on
colleague relationships but that is distinct from the psychological safety construct.

Because good relationships, cohesion, support, and communication are commonly included in
research examining the role of colleagues in personnel outcomes, I assessed the 2022 FEVS for
questions that incorporated similar language or theoretical grounding. Ultimately, four questions
were identified that addressed the concepts articulated in literature on colleagues and were thus
viewed as relevant for inclusion in the colleagues scale.

Compensation

Few topics in management scholarship have received as much attention in relation to personnel
outcomes as compensation satisfaction. Given its connection to a very concrete metric—the
specific amount of money an employee is paid—it is also fairly easy to study compared to
phenomena that measure satisfaction with less concrete aspects of work environments, such as
autonomy, clarity of communication, or colleague relationships. This matters because
compensation satisfaction, given its direct tie to the highly concrete metric of a worker’s income,
is an especially stable construct with highly coherent meaning across research studies.

In literature on job satisfaction, research frequently incorporates monetary compensation as a
measure of interest. In many cases, it is studied either as compensation satisfaction, tying belief
about the fairness of pay to how satisfied an employee is in a given job, or simply as pay or
compensation, evaluating the association of pay levels with outcomes of interest (Lu et al., 2012;
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Aljumabh, 2023; Gaertner, 1999; Cantarelli, Belardinelli, and Belle, 2016; Brown and Peterson,
1993; Kumar, Dass, and Topaloglu, 2014; van Ham et al., 2006; Arian, Soleimani, and Oghazian,
2018; Connolly and Viswesvaran, 2000; Judge et al., 2010; Agho, Mueller, and Price, 1993;
Cunningham, Westover, and Harvey, 2023). Interestingly, literature is not definitive regarding
whether or how compensation satisfaction is related (positively or negatively) to job satisfaction,
but its consistent inclusion in analyses of job satisfaction makes it an important variable for
consideration in this model.

Compensation is also regularly studied with respect to retention. Analyses address compensation
in terms of pay and pay satisfaction, and they similarly do not return a decisive result concerning
a substantial and significant impact of compensation on retention (Bycio, Hackett, and Alvares,
1990; Griffeth, Hom, and Gaertner, 2000; Heavey, Holwerda, and Hausknecht, 2013; Khalid and
Nawab, 2018; Park and Min, 2020; Brown and Yoshioka, 2003; Grissom, 2011; Rubenstein et
al., 2018; Hausknecht, Rodda, and Howard, 2009; Das and Baruah, 2013). Scholars also examine
pay satisfaction with respect to its relationship with performance, addressing the consequences of
pay satisfaction and the contexts in which it is likeliest to matter; meta-analyses have identified
significant but weak correlations between pay satisfaction and performance, but scholars have
also noted that depending on organizational context, such as whether an individual is in a public
or private sector organization, or if compensation is directly related performance, the connection
between the two phenomena may vary (Whitman, van Rooy, and Viswesvaran, 2010; Williams,
McDaniel, and Nguyen, 2006). As a result, I argue that inclusion of this measure is valuable for
improving understanding of the role compensation satisfaction plays for public sector personnel
outcomes. Within the 2022 FEVS, there is only one question directly addressing this issue of
compensation satisfaction, but it does so explicitly. As a result, while not a scale, a single
question is incorporated in the set of control variables utilized in the model.

Institutional Fit

The next scale concerns the impact alignment between an individual’s personal convictions,
abilities, and task interests and the mission and work of an organization has on outcomes. In the
public sector, it is likely the case that individual fit for their job and organization plays a more
significant role than for individuals in the private sector, who are compensated at higher rates on
average and so may have an easier time discounting the role of fit given monetary rewards.
Additionally, given some of the extreme stressors sometimes involved in working for
organizations focused on national security, such as the Department of Homeland Security (DHS)
or Department of Defense (DoD), there may be a more significant relationship between
organizational fit and both work quality and retention.

In job satisfaction literature, institutional fit is characterized in a small number of distinct but
related ways. For instance, a strong sense of personal identification with an organization’s
mission has been found in meta-analyses to bear significantly and positively on individual job
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satisfaction (Cantarellie, Belardinelli, and Belle, 2016; Alegre, Mas-Machuca, and Berbegal-
Mirabent, 2016). Similarly, personal interest in the type of work being performed, and
compatibility of a person and the goals of an organization are represented as drivers of job
satisfaction (Hoff et al., 2020; Kim and Park, 2014). With particular bearing on public sector
contexts, another way that institutional fit is characterized is as public service motivation,
indicating individuals are motivated by “a particular form of altruism or prosocial motivation
that is animated by specific dispositions and values arising from public institutions and missions”
(Perry and Wise, 2010, p. 682). Public service motivation is, not surprisingly, positively
associated with job satisfaction (Homberg, McCarthy, and Tabvuma, 2015; Min, Ki, and Yoon,
2021).

In retention literature, institutional fit is still characterized by connection between employees’
interests, values, and abilities and the mission and work tasks of the organization by which they
are employed. This is operationalized as person-job fit in studies focusing on retention, with a
significant, positive relationship found between the two (McCarthy et al., 2017; Rubenstein et
al., 2018). It is also considered in the form of employee interest in the vocation or mission
associated with an organization (van Iddekinge et al., 2011; Brown and Yoshioka, 2003).

Team performance is also analyzed through the lens of institutional fit. Scholars address the
subject as a matter of fit between a person and a particular job (person-job fit), or between a
person and an organization, highlighting the importance of connection to both specific work
tasks and a broader mission. Institutional fit—both for a specific job and for a specific
organization—is found to have a positive, significant association with performance, as well as a
counteracting effect on factors such as role ambiguity that negatively impact performance (Hu,
Yao, and Zhang, 2021; Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, and Johnson, 2005; Verquer, Beehr, and
Wagner, 2003).

The 2022 FEVS contains several questions that address institutional fit. They connect to the
attachment individuals feel to their organization and its mission, their interest and connection to
their work tasks, and their general sense of desire for their work to serve the common good. Six
items were ultimately included in the Institutional Fit scale.

Job Clarity

The sixth scale, job clarity, addresses whether employees know what they are supposed to be
doing. On the surface, such a question might appear too elementary to warrant scrutiny. How
could employees not know what their jobs are? Nevertheless, research clearly shows that
employees commonly struggle with knowing what to do, driven by: having multiple roles that
may compete for time and resources, a lack of clear instructions from supervisors about specific
tasks, and ambiguity concerning an organization’s broader goals. As such, it is valuable to
incorporate a consideration of job clarity into analyses of factors driving outcomes.
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Job clarity’s connection to job satisfaction is typically sorted into two categories: role conflict
and role ambiguity. The former is understood as “the degree of incongruity or incompatibility of
expectations associated with the role” of an employee, whereas the latter is defined as “the lack
of clarity and predictability of the outcomes of one's behavior” (House and Rizzo, 1972, p. 474).
In both cases, employees face competing priorities associated with a role or an absence of
defined behavioral expectations—often to the detriment of job satisfaction. Studies demonstrate
a negative relationship between role conflict and job satisfaction, and between role ambiguity
and job satisfaction (Hur and Abner, 2024; Agho, Mueller, and Price, 1993; Cantarelli,
Belardinelli, and Bell, 2016; Brown and Peterson, 1993; Connolly and Veswesvaran, 2000;
Arian, Soleimani, and Oghazian, 2018). Ambiguity about an organization’s goals, including
organizational mission, timelines for work tasks, and task prioritization, negatively impact
employee job satisfaction (Jung, 2014). In other words, the less clarity individuals have about
specific tasks, prioritization of within-role responsibilities, and broader organizational goals, the
less likely they are to be satisfied with their jobs.

The same relationship is also found in work that examines job clarity and employee retention,
with specific focus on role ambiguity (sometimes also described as role clarity) and role conflict.
Greater ambiguity about tasks and priorities within specific roles negatively impacts retention
(Park and Min, 2020; Griffeth, Hom, and Gaertner, 2000; Kim and Kao, 2014; James and
Matthew, 2012; Rubenstein et al., 2018).

Finally, clarity for workers is regularly assessed in relation to team performance. Much like job
satisfaction and retention, team performance is found to be positively impacted by greater clarity,
characterized by literature both in more formal terms of low role ambiguity and role conflict, as
well as in more colloquial language such as the benefits of clearly defined goals and direction
(van der Hoek, Groeneveld, and Kuipers, 2018; Sivasubramaniam, Liebowitz, and Lackman,
2012; Hiilsheger, Anderson, and Salgado, 2009; Stewart, 2006; Verbeke, Dietz, and Verwaal,
2011; Ceri-Booms, Curseu, and Oerlemans, 2017; Chen, Damanpour, and Reilly, 2010).

Many questions in the 2022 FEVS align with the concepts addressed by literature focusing on
issues of clarity. They specifically address employee understanding of organizational goals, job
expectations, communication of goals both vertically (to subordinates) and horizontally (across
work units), and knowledge needed to prioritize and execute on goals. For reasons related to
specific language or conceptual similarity, ten questions are grouped into a Job Clarity scale.

Leadership

The seventh proposed scale involves elements of leadership raised in literature but not explicitly
tied to the kind of interpersonal risk taking by employees that is a hallmark of psychological
safety. Leadership and supervision are regularly connected to personnel outcomes of interest,
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including job satisfaction, retention, and team performance, making it a strong candidate for
inclusion as a scale.

Job satisfaction is found to be positively influenced by leadership quality, though it is
characterized multiple ways. One is through supervisory support of, and good quality supervisor
relationships with, employees (Lu et al., 2012; Agho, Mueller, and Price, 1993; Cantarelli,
Belardinelli, and Belle, 2016; Connolly and Viswesvaran, 2000; Gaertner, 1999; Kumar, Dass,
and Topaloglu, 2014). Another includes leadership styles and personality; generally speaking,
leaders who provide an inspirational vision for followers, listen to others, consider multiple
sources of information, eschew aggressive workplace behaviors, and encourage new thinking, as
well as those who have more agreeable, emotionally stable personalities are found to have a
positive impact on job satisfaction (Specchia et al., 2021; Azanza, Moriano, and Molero, 2013;
Banks et al., 2016; Hershcovis and Barling, 2010; Matzler and Renzl, 2007).

Similar characterizations of leadership and management are explored in relation to retention and
team performance. Supervisory support and good quality relationships between subordinates and
supervisors are positively associated with retention (Kim and Kao, 2014; Kundu and Lata, 2017;
Park and Min, 2020; Das and Baruah, 2013; McCarthy et al., 2017). Managers listening to and
taking subordinate input seriously is also associated with retention (Khalid and Nawab, 2018;
Grissom, 2011). With respect to performance, styles of leadership, the skills, knowledge, and
capacity of leaders to navigate management challenges, and ability to incorporate employee
input are all viewed as contributing factors (Chen, Damanpour, and Reilly, 2010; Ceri-Booms,
Curseu, and Oerlemans, 2017; Sivasubramaniam, Liebowitz, and Lackman, 2012; DeChurch and
Mesmer-Magnus, 2010).

The 2022 FEVS contains many questions connected to leadership literature, though they do not
directly address the concept of interpersonal risk-taking. As such, seven questions, for reasons of
either linguistic or conceptual similarity, are grouped together to form a Leadership scale.

Workload

The eighth and final scale addresses whether organizations place reasonable demands on
employee time and effort. Workload is not intended to be an objective measure, though, such as
the number of hours a week an employee works. Rather, it is intended to reflect an employee’s
sense that their work life is not overly taxing relative to title or pay, for example. One could
envision a scenario, for example, in which public servants accept a lower pay rate than private
sector workers, but expect a greater work-life balance because of more limited compensation.
This aspect of the work experience is addressed by the Workload variable.

Employee workload, while not always characterized uniformly, frequently appears in literature
exploring drivers of job satisfaction. Burnout, work overload, excessive job demands, and job
exhaustion are operationalized characterizations of workload and consistently found to have a
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negative relationship with job satisfaction, including for public sector employees (Hur and
Abner, 2024; Connolly and Viswesvaran, 2000; Dilig-Ruiz et al., 2018; Agho, Mueller, and
Price, 1993; Cantarelli, Belardinelli, and Belle, 2016). It is also explored through the lens of
reasonable balance between personal and professional life, with work-life balance identified as
having a significant relationship with job satisfaction (Cunningham, Westover, and Harvey,
2023; Andreassi et al., 2012).

These approaches to understanding workload are similar to the ones taken in literature
addressing retention and performance. Workload, burnout, stress, and role overload are regularly
assessed, and most commonly found to have a negative impact (Shockley, Smith, and Knudsen,
2017; Park and Min, 2020; Kim and Kao, 2014; Rubenstein et al., 2018; Corbeanu et al., 2023;
Bowling et al., 2015; Gilboa et al., 2008). In other words, when employees are expected to work
beyond what they are properly resourced to do, the impact on key personnel outcomes is
generally negative.

In keeping with workload themes related to perceptions of overall workload, stress, work-life
balance, and job exhaustion, I examined the 2022 FEVS for questions with linguistic or
conceptual similarity. In total, five items were selected for inclusion. As an administrative note,
one of these items (“Employees in my work unit are typically under too much pressure to meet
work goals”) is directionally different from the others. A “high” score for this question indicates
a negative organizational outcome, whereas a “high” score for any other question indicates a
positive organizational outcome. As such, I flipped the scoring for the fourth question in my data
set to align directionally with the other survey items.
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Appendix C. Means Imputed Approach Estimates

In addition to results based on data from the 2022 Federal Employee Viewpoint Survey (FEVS)
file that imputed responses based on predicted values described in Chapter 5, I assessed the same
model using the means approach also described in Chapter 5. Results for this additional approach
are presented in Table C.1 and Table C.2, with very close similarity to estimates in Table 5.4 (all
Very Large agency personnel) and Table 5.5 (just Department of Homeland Security personnel).

Table C.1. Very Large Agency Personnel Estimates - Means Imputed

Job Satisfaction = Work Quality = Employee Retention
Autonomy 0.123** -0.031** 0.166**
(0.003) (0.004) (0.010)
Career Development 0.111* 0.017** 0.176*
(0.004) (0.005) (0.012)
Colleagues -0.016** 0.363* -0.115*
(0.003) (0.004) (0.009)
Compensation 0.114* -0.010** 0.301**
(0.002) (0.002) (0.006)
Institutional Fit 0.403** 0.045* 0.452*
(0.002) (0.003) (0.008)
Job Clarity 0.036** 0.097** -0.134**
(0.003) (0.004) (0.010)
Leadership 0.022** -0.044** 0.074*
(0.004) (0.006) (0.013)
Workload 0.048* 0.084* 0.106**
(0.002) (0.003) (0.008)
Psychological Safety 0.050** 0.096** 0.112*
(0.004) (0.005) (0.012)
Immediate Supervisor 0.049** 0.052** 0.043**
(0.002) (0.003) (0.007)
Second Level Manager 0.044* 0.052** 0.098**
(0.002) (0.003) (0.007)
Agency
DoD -0.007* 0.079** -0.584**
(0.004) (0.005) (0.014)
DOJ 0.006 0.038** -0.239**
(0.006) (0.008) (0.023)
HHS -0.028** 0.133* 0.012
(0.004) (0.006) (0.017)
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USDA 0.005 0.071* 0.031

(0.004) (0.006) (0.017)
Treasury 0.011* 0.040** -0.022
(0.004) (0.007) (0.019)
Race/Ethnicity
Black, non-Hispanic 0.049** 0.132** -0.090**
(0.004) (0.006) (0.015)
Asian, non-Hispanic 0.004 -0.002 0.008
(0.005) (0.008) (0.024)
Other, non-Hispanic 0.028** 0.017* -0.098**
(0.006) (0.008) (0.022)
Hispanic 0.043** 0.039** -0.017
(0.004) (0.006) (0.016)
Disability Status
No Disability 0.034* -0.058** 0.196**
(0.004) (0.005) (0.014)
Age Group
40 and Over 0.032** 0.082* 0.239*
(0.004) (0.005) (0.013)
Supervisor Status
Supervisor -0.092** -0.078** -0.220**
(0.003) (0.004) (0.013)
Federal Tenure
11-20 Years -0.014* 0.024* 0.023
(0.003) (0.004) (0.012)
>20 Years 0.009** 0.054* -0.241*
(0.004) (0.005) (0.015)
Sex
Female -0.028** 0.072** -0.079**
(0.003) (0.004) (0.011)
Military Service
No Service -0.004 0.013** 0.244*
(0.003) (0.005) (0.013)
Intercept -0.021** -0.175** 0.573*
(0.005) (0.008) (0.021)
Number of observations 327,544 318,279 330,761

** p<.01, * p<.05

NOTE: Estimate table includes coefficient estimates with significance levels indicated by
asterisks, and standard errors in parentheses.
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Table C.2. DHS Personnel Estimates - Means Imputed

Job Satisfaction Work Quality Employee Retention
Autonomy 0.114* -0.024** 0.151*
(0.006) (0.008) (0.020)
Career Development 0.103** 0.043** 0.139**
(0.008) (0.011) (0.025)
Colleagues -0.026** 0.405* -0.078**
(0.005) (0.008) (0.017)
Compensation 0.117* -0.023** 0.277*
(0.003) (0.005) (0.011)
Institutional Fit 0.403** 0.061** 0.420*
(0.005) (0.007) (0.015)
Job Clarity 0.048* 0.080** -0.080**
(0.006) (0.009) (0.020)
Leadership 0.053** -0.028* 0.048
(0.008) (0.012) (0.026)
Workload 0.042* 0.108** 0.035*
(0.005) (0.007) (0.016)
Psychological Safety 0.048* 0.101** 0.126**
(0.008) (0.011) (0.024)
Immediate Supervisor 0.016** 0.024* 0.021
(0.005) (0.007) (0.015)
Second Level Manager 0.051* 0.023** 0.078**
(0.005) (0.006) (0.014)
Race/Ethnicity
Black, non-Hispanic 0.029** 0.122** -0.119**
(0.008) (0.012) (0.030)
Asian, non-Hispanic 0.001 -0.010 -0.020
(0.012) (0.018) (0.047)
Other, non-Hispanic 0.004 -0.008 -0.114*
(0.013) (0.018) (0.048)
Hispanic 0.056** -0.001 0.085*
(0.007) (0.011) (0.028)
Disability Status
No Disability 0.063** -0.095** 0.338*
(0.009) (0.013) (0.031)
Age Group
40 and Over 0.059** 0.099** 0.358*
(0.007) (0.010) (0.026)
Supervisor Status
Supervisor -0.089** -0.042** -0.229**
(0.006) (0.009) (0.025)
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Federal Tenure

11-20 Years -0.016* 0.038** 0.173*
(0.007) (0.010) (0.025)
>20 Years -0.003 0.101** -0.235**
(0.009) (0.012) (0.034)
Sex
Female -0.023** 0.088** -0.086**
(0.006) (0.009) (0.022)
Military Service
No Service -0.018** -0.021* 0.201**
(0.007) (0.010) (0.026)
Intercept -0.051* -0.128** 0.273*
(0.010) (0.015) (0.037)
Number of observations 62,215 60,348 62,979

** p<.01, * p<.05

NOTE: Estimate table includes coefficient estimates with significance levels indicated by asterisks, and
standard errors in parentheses.
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Appendix D. Interview Instrument

The following questions are a reproduced copy of the interview instrument utilized to conduct

the exploratory, semi-structured interviews discussed in Chapter 6.

Introductory Information

1.
2.

Can you briefly describe your role and work responsibilities?
About how many people are in your work team?
How long have you been working in this office?

How confident would you say you are in your ability to carry out your responsibilities:
not very confident, somewhat confident, confident, or very confident?

Voice — Disagreements, Deliberation, Innovation

5.

10.

How would you describe the quality of working relationships between colleagues in your
office? (Some examples might be: collegial, trusting, impersonal.)

How are disagreements in your team most commonly addressed?

In your team, are there procedures (formal or informal) that encourage individuals to
discuss multiple perspectives when developing or implementing plans and policy? If so,
what are they?

How does your team approach innovation and creativity—are new ideas and
experimentation frowned upon in most cases? Tolerated? Encouraged?

If you personally disagree with someone or want to voice a new idea in your team, how
easy or difficult do you feel like it is to speak up, and why?

Individual identity can play an important role in work teams. Are there any aspects of
your identity that you feel have made it challenging to voice disagreements, contribute to
deliberations, or propose new ideas in your team?

Voice — Knowledge Gaps, Mistakes

11.

12.

To what extent do you feel that your organization encourages you to ask questions if you
don’t know an answer to a problem, as opposed to emphasizing independent problem
solving?

In your experience, if you are not sure how to complete an assigned task, how do you
most commonly handle the situation?
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13. Have you received training or been made aware of policies related to what you should if
you make a mistake while performing your duties?

a. If so, how familiar would you say you are with those policies or trainings?

14. If asked to think about how a mistake would be addressed by your leadership were you or
a colleague to make one, what kind of response would you anticipate from leaders? For
example, a strongly negative response? A helpful and supportive response? Something
else?

Connection to Organizational Performance

15. We’ve discussed a couple of key ideas: disagreements; innovation; knowledge gaps;
mistakes. How do you feel your organization’s current approach to these issues impacts
the following four aspects of work:

a. Team performance: successful achievement of your organization’s stated
objectives

1. Overall negative effect
ii. Overall neutral effect
iii. Overall positive effect

b. Individual performance: successful completion of your assigned tasks and
responsibilities

1. Overall negative effect
ii. Overall neutral effect
iii. Overall positive effect
c. Retention: desire to remain with your current team and tasks
1. Overall negative effect
ii. Overall neutral effect
iii. Overall positive effect

d. Satisfaction: the extent to which you enjoy your day-to-day tasks and work
environment

1. Overall negative effect

1. Overall neutral effect
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iii. Overall positive effect

16. DHS is, in part, guided by the political priorities of both the executive and legislative
branches of the federal government. If at all, how do you feel that those priorities impact
your work with respect to the issues we’ve discussed today?

a. (Ifasked to clarify) For example, do they constrain what can be discussed? Do
they provide helpful clarity? Have no discernible effect?

Concluding Questions

17. What do you think are the greatest opportunities for improvement in this area for your
team?

18. What downsides, if any, do you think psychological safety could have for your team?

19. Beyond interpersonal matters, what other barriers prevent effective performance in your
team?

a. How would you rank each those barriers in terms of significance, from most to
least?

20. Is there anything I didn’t ask you about this topic that you think I should have?
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Appendix E. Categorical Leadership Variable Estimates

The creation of a categorical leadership variable described in Chapter 7 did not produce
estimates that provided significant insight beyond the estimates derived from a model of
leadership as three independent variables, both with and without interaction terms. Still, to
clarify the steps taken in this third approach at revising the initial psychological safety model, the
sections below outline steps taken to generate the categorical leadership variable and the
estimates of that model.

High-Low Leader Trio Categorical Variable

To develop a Leader Trio categorical variable, I ensure that there is relatively low reliability (i.e.,
correlation) between the three questions. If responses were too highly correlated, a categorical
variable combining the three variables would not be justified. In this case, the Cronbach’s alpha
of the three questions together is 0.676, lower than the minimum of 0.7 threshold commonly
cited for reliability. Having determined there is some, but limited, correlation between these three
questions, I divide the breakdowns of ordinal responses into “Low” and “High” categories.
Because responses to these three questions are whole numbers, it is not possible to evenly split
each response in half. Survey responses ranged from 1 to 5 for each question, with 1 indicating
“strongly disagree,” 2 indicating “disagree,” 3 indicating “neither agree nor disagree,” 4
indicating “agree,” and 5 indicating “strongly agree.” For the three questions of interest,
breakdowns were as follows:

e (Clarity
o 17% of responses are 1-3 (strongly disagree, disagree, neither agree nor disagree)
o 47% of responses are 4 (agree)
o 36% of responses are 5 (strongly agree)
o Responses of 1-4 are designated Low; responses of 5 are designated High for a
split of 64% to 36%.
e Empowerment
35% of responses are 1-3 (strongly disagree, disagree, neither agree nor disagree)
43% of responses are 4 (agree)

©)

22% of responses are 5 (strongly agree)

©)

Responses of 1-3 are designated Low; responses of 4-5 are designated High for a
split of 35% to 65%.
e Accountability

©)

o 12% of responses are 1-3 (strongly disagree, disagree, neither agree nor disagree)
o 36% of responses are 4 (agree)
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o 52% of responses are 5 (strongly agree)
o Responses of 1-4 are designated Low; responses of 5 are designated High for a
split of 48% to 52%.
Combinations of High and Low designations across three questions create eight subgroups. I
treat the individual whose responses to all three questions are designated High as the baseline
case, with decreasing number of High-designated responses as the category subgroups are laid
out. They are: (expectations, empowerment, accountability)

High Clarity, High Empowerment, High Accountability

High Clarity, High Empowerment, Low Accountability

High Clarity, Low Empowerment, High Accountability

Low Clarity, High Empowerment, High Accountability

High Clarity, Low Empowerment, Low Accountability

Low Clarity, High Empowerment, Low Accountability

Low Clarity, Low Empowerment, High Accountability

Low Clarity, Low Empowerment, Low Accountability

The model is operationalized by incorporating it into the revised model with all independent
variables and demographic factors.

© NNk L=

Assessing the Leader Trio Categorical Variable

I anticipate, given comments from interviewees, that high scores across all categories should be
expected to have the most strongly positive association with relevant personnel outcomes. I
further anticipate that the greater the number of low responses, the less positive the leadership
between the Leader Trio variable and outcomes of interest will be. Additionally, given the
frequent emphasis placed on clarity of communication by DHS personnel, I also hypothesize that
the most negative impacts on personnel outcomes will be associated with a low assessments of

job clarity.

When assessing leadership as a categorical variable alongside a full scope of demographic
controls and independent variables, the estimates are as follows:

Table E.1. Very Large Agency Leader Trio Estimates — With Independent Variables

Job Satisfaction Work Quality  Retention
Leader Trio
Clarity-H, Empowerment-H, Accountability-L 0.120** -0.019* 0.265*
(0.006) (0.009) (0.025)
Clarity-H, Empowerment-L, Accountability-H -0.004 0.077* 0.141*
(0.006) (0.008) (0.027)
Clarity-L, Empowerment-H, Accountability-H 0.038** 0.059** 0.241*
(0.004) (0.005) (0.017)
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Clarity-H, Empowerment-L, Accountability-L 0.098** 0.012 0.384*

(0.010) (0.014) (0.035)
Clarity-L, Empowerment-H, Accountability-L 0.116* -0.004 0.429*
(0.004) (0.006) (0.017)
Clarity-L, Empowerment-L, Accountability-H -0.064** 0.147* 0.172*
(0.006) (0.008) (0.021)
Clarity-L, Empowerment-L, Accountability-L 0.046** -0.009 0.454*
(0.005) (0.007) (0.020)
Psychological Safety 0.093** 0.139** 0.177*
(0.003) (0.004) (0.011)
Career Development 0.229** 0.059** 0.334*
(0.003) (0.004) (0.010)
Colleagues -0.021** 0.376* -0.106**
(0.003) (0.003) (0.008)
Compensation 0.101** -0.021** 0.280**
(0.002) (0.002) (0.005)
Institutional Fit 0.431* 0.054* 0.453*
(0.002) (0.003) (0.007)
Workload 0.161* 0.106** 0.232*
(0.002) (0.003) (0.008)
Agency
DoD -0.041* 0.083** -0.751*
(0.003) (0.004) (0.013)
DOJ -0.025** 0.021** -0.316**
(0.005) (0.007) (0.020)
HHS -0.050** 0.139** -0.129**
(0.004) (0.005) (0.016)
USDA -0.018** 0.098** -0.224*
(0.004) (0.005) (0.016)
Treasury -0.013* 0.046** -0.196**
(0.004) (0.006) (0.017)
Race/Ethnicity
Black, non-Hispanic 0.053** 0.117** -0.079**
(0.004) (0.005) (0.015)
Asian, non-Hispanic 0.013* -0.013 0.019
(0.005) (0.008) (0.023)
Other, non-Hispanic 0.047** 0.016* -0.087**
(0.005) (0.008) (0.021)
Hispanic 0.043** 0.019** -0.054**
(0.004) (0.005) (0.015)
Disability Status
No Disability 0.019** -0.069** 0.186**
(0.003) (0.005) (0.013)
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Age Group

40 and Over 0.024* 0.068** 0.202**
(0.003) (0.005) (0.013)
Supervisory Status
Supervisor -0.070** -0.069** -0.196**
(0.003) (0.004) (0.012)
Federal Tenure
11-20 Years -0.013* 0.039** 0.037**
(0.003) (0.004) (0.012)
>20 Years 0.003 0.073** -0.233**
(0.003) (0.005) (0.014)
Sex
Female -0.032** 0.073** -0.061**
(0.003) (0.004) (0.010)
Military Service
No Service 0.003 0.016** 0.268**
(0.003) (0.004) (0.012)
Intercept -0.040** -0.190** 0.432*
(0.005) (0.008) (0.022)
Number of observations 361,677 353,997 364,049

** p<.01, * p<.05

NOTE: Estimate table includes coefficient estimates with significance levels indicated by asterisks, and
standard errors in parentheses.

NOTE: The omitted (i.e., baseline) category in Table E.1 is individuals who reported a high degree of clarity,
a high degree of empowerment, and a high degree of accountability from their leadership.

As seen in Table E.1, 16 of 21 subgroups in which at least one leadership trait is scored low are
more positively associated with key outcomes than when individuals score all three leader
categories as high. On its face, this result does not appear reasonable, given feedback from
interviewees. Moreover, the inclusion of a categorical leadership variable does not alter estimates
of psychological safety’s associations with key outcomes in any meaningful way from its
associations with outcomes in the other models assessed in Chapter 7. Such a diminished role for
the leadership category is unexpected, given its modest but significant impact in the first revised
model.
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Appendix F. Additional Factor Analysis Estimates

The following estimates and explanations are the four estimates of the exploratory factor analysis
described in Chapter 7 that did not offer the explanatory value of the single-factor and five-factor
estimates. Estimates are presented with additional comment on factor interpretation.

2 Factors — Oblique Rotation

Table F.1. Exploratory Factor Analysis Estimates — Two Factors

Rotated Factor Loadings (Pattern Matrix) and Unique Variances
Variable Factor 1 Factor 2 Uniqueness
Psychological Safety 0.4532 0.5496 0.1496
Career Development 0.6151 0.3742 0.1487
Colleagues 0.0291 0.8597 0.2238
Compensation 0.4325 0.0697 0.7645
Institutional Fit 0.6108 0.1964 0.4148
Workload 0.6371 0.2344 0.3231
Autonomy 0.8164 0.0915 0.2169
Job Clarity 0.7949 0.1353 0.1942
Leadership 0.8586 0.1163 0.1048
Accountability 0.3445 0.3536 0.5801

I refer to the first factor in these estimates as “Clear and Empowering Leadership.” With two
factor estimates, the first factor has significant loadings from the Leadership, Autonomy, and Job
Clarity. These loadings suggest that the quality of leaders, including how they communicate with
subordinates and welcome their participation in decisionmaking, comprise a key element of what
is being measured. Other variables have less significant loadings, most especially Colleagues,
which nearly vanishes in the first factor.

I refer to the second factor in these estimates as “Collaborative and Safe Colleagues.” Colleagues
clearly has the highest loading in this estimate, followed by a high loading for Psychological
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Safety, suggesting an underlying factor combining these elements. With the exception of
Accountability and Career Development, other variables have low factor loadings, below 0.3.

3 Factors — Oblique Rotation

Table F.2. Exploratory Factor Analysis Estimates — Three Factors

Rotated Factor Loadings (Pattern Matrix) and Unique Variances
Variable Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Uniqueness
Psychological Safety 0.4746 0.5320 0.0070 0.1225
Career Development 0.5069 0.1925 0.3280 0.1385
Colleagues 0.0525 0.7626 0.1028 0.2374
Compensation 0.4734 0.0743 -0.0504 0.7568
Institutional Fit 0.6216 0.1676 0.0237 0.4103
Workload 0.5895 0.1216 0.1789 0.3240
Autonomy 0.8616 0.0630 -0.0198 0.2020
Job Clarity 0.7850 0.0743 0.0775 0.1944
Leadership 0.8004 -0.0092 0.1999 0.1033
Accountability -0.0167 0.0589 0.7632 0.3744

I refer to the first factor in the three-factor estimates as “Clear and Empowering Leadership,”
given the continued centrality of Leadership, Autonomy, and Clarity in factor loadings.
Colleagues and accountability are very low, or even negative, for this first factor.

I refer to the second factor in the estimates as “Collaborative and Safe Colleagues,” given the
continued centrality of Colleagues and Psychological Safety in factor loadings, consistent with
the two-factor estimates.

I refer to the third factor in the estimates as “Accountable Professional Development.” In these
estimates, Accountability has a very high loading relative to all other variables, with Career
Development the only other above 0.3.
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4 Factors — Oblique Rotation

Table F.3. Exploratory Factor Analysis Estimates — Four Factors

Rotated Factor Loadings (Pattern Matrix) and Unique Variances
Variable Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Uniqueness
Psychological Safety 0.4386 0.5941 -0.0188 -0.0053 0.1042
Career Development 0.4180 0.1931 0.3429 0.1099 0.1334
Colleagues 0.0339 0.7460 0.1220 0.0028 0.2622
Compensation 0.0562 0.0016 -0.0248 0.6583 0.5317
Institutional Fit 0.5168 0.1759 0.0280 0.1276 0.4121
Workload 0.4682 0.1104 0.2028 0.1575 0.3200
Autonomy 0.8754 0.0728 -0.0540 0.0112 0.1903
Job Clarity 0.7792 0.0879 0.0568 0.0180 0.1916
Leadership 0.8579 -0.0149 0.1714 -0.0289 0.0856
Accountability 0.0667 0.0737 0.6926 -0.0402 0.4031

The first, second, and third factors in the four-factor estimates are referred to in the same way as
for the three-factor estimates, as the loadings for each variable are roughly similar in size. With
the addition of a fourth factor, I add “Compensation Satisfaction,” which is the only variable
with a loading above 0.3. This represents a unique contribution being made by compensation to
this factor, consistent with theory that financial benefit represents a different facet of workplace
experience than more relationally or professionally focused facets.

6 Factors — Oblique Rotation

Table F.4. Exploratory Factor Analysis Estimates — Six Factors

Rotated Factor Loadings (Pattern Matrix) and Unique Variances

Variable Factor1 Factor2 Factor3 Factor4 Factor5 Factor6 Uniqueness

Psychological Safety 0.3743 0.6135 -0.0237 0.0085 0.0476 -0.0275 0.0967
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Career Development 0.3310 0.1359 0.3978 0.1960 -0.0446 -0.1573 0.0601
Colleagues -0.0167 0.7536 0.1410 0.0031 0.0389 0.0398 0.2657
Compensation 0.0133 -0.0060  -0.0673 0.6169 0.0832 0.0382 0.6184
Institutional Fit 0.1575 0.0908 0.0805 0.1390 0.5459 -0.0143 0.2625
Workload 0.4461 0.1442 0.1931 0.2551 -0.0386 0.2388 0.2508
Autonomy 0.8437 0.0773 -0.0799 0.0354 0.0482 -0.0217 0.1779
Job Clarity 0.5886 0.0534 0.1089 0.0123 0.2631 -0.0014 0.1823
Leadership 0.8461 0.0106 0.1686 -0.0332 0.0325 0.0763 0.0747
Accountability 0.0261 0.0763 0.7054 -0.0872 0.0707 0.0055 0.4237

The six-factor estimates adds very little that is new beyond the five-factor estimates described in
Chapter 7. Though the Workload variable has a much higher loading than others in the sixth
factor, no variables have a loading of greater than 0.3.

Otherwise, the first five factors express roughly the same findings as the five-factor estimates in

Chapter 7. The first factor captures “Empowering Leadership,” the second factor captures

“Collaborative and Safe Colleagues,” the third factor captures “Accountable Professional

Development” (noting the increase of the loading of Career Development to more than 0.3 in this
estimate), the fourth factor captures “Compensation Satisfaction,” and the fifth factor captures

“Institutional Fit.”
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