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ABSTRACT
Employee Engagement, Brain-based Psychological Safety, and the Sales Professional
by Cheri L. Sherman
Purpose: The purpose of this correlational study was to determine what relationship, if
any, existed between employee engagement and psychological safety as measured by the
Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) and the Academy of Brain-based Leadership’s
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment and Pulse Survey domains of security, autonomy, fairness,
esteem, and trust.
Methodology: A quantitative, correlational methodology was used for this study. The
post-hoc sample comprised of 61 high-performing sales professionals working in
California. Participants completed the three assessments online via SurveyMonkey. The
data were analyzed using a Spearman correlation.
Findings: This study resulted in multiple findings, including a statistically significant
relationship between all five domains of the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey (security,
autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust) and employee engagement as measured by the
UWES. Additionally, the study found a negative relationship between the domain of
trust as measured by the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment and employee engagement as
measured by the UWES, whereas the other four domains of security, autonomy, fairness,
and esteem did not show statistical significance. Furthermore, this study resulted in
statistically significant findings for seven of the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment questions
and employee engagement as measured by the UWES.
Conclusions: From the results of this study, it was concluded organizations and sales
leaders must foster the five brain-based psychological safety domains of security,
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autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust to impact employee engagement. Additionally,
organizations must address antiquated systems not designed to foster the five domains of
brain-based psychological safety.
Recommendations: Additional research is recommended to study the intersection of
employee engagement and brain-based psychological safety, including to expand the
research population to encompass all and not just high-performing sales professionals,
expand the research to other employee groups, include demographic data, expand the
research to organizations selling products, add Edmondson’s (1999) psychological safety
assessment, and include qualitative research.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Scientific advances continue to increase knowledge of the human brain and
evolve understanding of how to effectively lead employees, teams, and organizations. In
the early 1990s, the introduction of functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI)
allowed researchers to observe in the moment how the brain responded to stimuli such as
pain and threat, an advancement with a significant impact on the field of leadership
development. During this same time, the theory of employee engagement was introduced
along with the reintroduction of the theory of psychological safety in a seminal study by
Boston University professor William Kahn. As it stands today, research in neuroscience
specific to the field of leadership development evolved and advances in the field of
neuroscience continued to impact both the theories of employee engagement and
psychological safety. Such developments are a significant step forward to help better
understand how to effectively lead and engage today’s workforce. Yet more research is
required. Although studies demonstrated the link between employee engagement,
psychological safety, and their impact on competitive advantage and business results,
limited research could be found connecting psychological safety and employee
engagement from a neuroscience perspective. Additionally, despite knowledge that sales
professionals drive revenue and research indicating both psychological safety and
employee engagement drive business results, no research could be found exploring
psychological safety and employee engagement in sales professionals.
With the growing interest in neuroscience related to leadership development and
continued research linking employee engagement and psychological safety, the time has
come to conduct research linking all to the sales professional. Such research is timely in
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an era where many organizations struggle to foster and maintain an engaged workforce
(Meintjes & Hofmeyr, 2018; Young, Glerum, Wang, & Joseph, 2018) and record
numbers of employees resigning during the prolonged COVID-19 pandemic, a disruption
causing significant shifts to the workforce resulting in a time-period aptly nicknamed the
great resignation.
Background
The employer-employee relationship evolved significantly between the late 1800s
and early 1900s. During this period, known as the first industrial age, organizations such
as Ford Motor Company applied new methods of management to a workforce largely
comprised of assembly line workers and sought to increase both worker productivity and
efficiency (Tomac, Radonja, & Bonata, 2019). During this first industrial age,
organizations could easily measure the quantity, quality, and efficiency of units produced
by employees, but the landscape of the workforce, management practices, and employeremployee relationships continued to evolve (Khorasani & Almasifard, 2017). As time
progressed, the continued advancement of technology played a significant role and
changed how managers approach the management of employees (Karmarker, Kim, &
Rhim, 2015). A study by Khorasani and Almasifard (2017) identified five significant
management theories over the last 100 years and observed such theories began to take on
more humanist approaches in the 1940s and by the 1960s evolving theories began to
consider the impact an organizational environment had on management.
As the nature of work continued to evolve over the last century, the contributions
an organization required from its workforce also changed considerably. As one study
cited, “organizations rely on employees at all levels to contribute their ideas and
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observations – not just their time and physical energy – to the well-being of the collective
enterprise” (Kish-Gephart, Detert, Trevino, & Edmondson, 2009, p. 165). Organizations
acknowledged the choice employees had regarding how much discretionary effort they
expended at work, which in turn affected business outcomes (Walters & Diab, 2016). As
such, organizations began to place strategic focus on the construct of employee
engagement as a mechanism to increase individual employee effectiveness, which in turn
positively impacted overall organizational performance (Nienaber & Martins, 2020).
Evolution of the Workplace and the Employee-Employer Relationship
The workplace is being transformed by technological changes, leaving questions
as to the most effective approaches regarding employer-employee relationships as
business moves to big data, cloud computing, intelligent manufacturing, and a
knowledge-based society (Ghislieri, Molina, & Cortese, 2018). Additionally, the
disruption of the COVID-19 pandemic caused a dramatic impact to employees in the
workforce, including less job security, higher levels of stress, and lower job engagement
(Gallup, 2021). Research demonstrated technological advancements and globalization in
the more recent evolution to Industry 4.0 resulted in a new competitive landscape for
organizations (Chuang & Graham, 2020; Ortt, Stolwijk, & Punter, 2020; P. Schneider &
Sting, 2020). P. Schneider and Sting (2020) observed a paradoxical challenge in the
change management of implementing new technology, noting gaining employee buy-in
was critical to the implementation and management of new technology, yet employees
often feared job displacement or even replacement due to such technological advances.
Additionally, customers who once needed to visit a brick-and-mortar store to purchase
products and obtain information began to purchase and research information online;
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therefore, organizations strategically adapted to these changes to remain competitive in
the marketplace (Lestari, Mudaliha, & Putra, 2020). Organizations traditionally relied on
the role of the sales professional to interact with customers and drive sales of products
and services, yet as the way customers acquire products, services, and information
changed, the role of the sales professional also required significant change (Lacoste,
2018).
Role of the Sales Professional
Despite the changing role of the sales professional due to technological advances,
the sales professional remains the primary link between the organization and customers
who purchase products and services (Guha, 2016). Therefore, the experience customers
have with a sales professional often determines whether they conduct initial or repeated
business with an organization (Medhurst & Albrecht, 2011). Given rapid advances in
technology, it has become increasingly necessary sales professionals be adept at the sale
of time, skills, expertise, or more abstract deliverables such as software services like
those provided by LinkedIn, as opposed to a time where sales professionals primarily
sold tangible goods and products (Chung, 2021). In a study titled The transformation of
professional selling: Implications for leading the modern sales organization, Cuevas
(2018) stated, “Our study showed that the move towards services has extended across
industries, beyond the traditionally servitized sectors like manufacturing, to consumer
goods, technology and industrial products” (p. 201).
As the complexity of products and services increased, added pressure was placed
on sales professionals to have more intellectual expertise and to be psychologically
engaged in their work with their customers (Verbeke, Dietz, & Verwaal, 2011). As new
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research emerged focused on engagement within this employee population, studies
indicated more research in this area would be worthwhile (Medhurst & Albrecht, 2016;
Verbeke et al., 2011). The role of the sales professional became more important to
organizational success at a time when businesses experienced increased competition and
interest heightened on leveraging the concept of employee engagement to drive
organizational performance (Verbeke et al., 2011).
Employee Engagement
The interest in and measurement of employee engagement continued to grow as
an area impacting organizational results (Busse & Regenberg, 2019; Hernandez &
Guarana, 2018; Walters & Diab, 2016). Data such as the 2021 Gallup report revealed
that although employee engagement in the United States increased from 32% in 2019 to
34% in 2020 during the COVID-19 pandemic, factors such as the relief of having a job as
massive layoffs occurred world-wide could have contributed to the higher number.
Organizations deploying measurement tools such as periodic surveys to measure
employee engagement has become commonplace (Shrotryia & Dhanda, 2019). Many
consulting groups developed strategies for assessing employee engagement using various
strategies and framework (Shuck & Wollard, 2010). Additionally, Welbourne (2016)
found organizations were opting for more frequent, smaller-scale employee engagement
surveys, often called pulse surveys. Used in lieu of longer, traditional engagement
surveys and conducted more frequently, pulse surveys can be administered every 6-12
months whereas traditional surveys were administered every 12-24 months (Welbourne,
2016). Yet, Shrotryia and Dhanda (2019) acknowledged an engagement crisis as
interventions based on engagement surveys were not improving outcomes. Despite the
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prevalence of interest in and positive work outcomes tied to employee engagement,
confusion remains as to how to uniformly measure and impact engagement within
organizations (Anthony-McMann, Ellinger, Astakhova, & Halbesleben, 2017).
As academics and practitioners attempted to understand how to best approach
employee engagement, psychological safety emerged as a theory of interest. The link
between psychological safety and employee engagement was first introduced by Kahn in
1990. In his groundbreaking research, Kahn (1990) identified states of engagement as,
“Behaviors by which people bring in or leave out their personal selves during work role
performances” (p. 694) and Kahn’s research found “three psychological conditions
emerged: meaningfulness, safety and availability” (p. 703). Furthermore, of the three
psychological states linked to employee engagement, Kahn (1990) indicated
psychological safety allowed employees to be themselves and fully engage in the
workplace.
Psychological Safety
Kahn argued for employees to be personally engaged, they needed to experience
psychological safety, a construct further explored and embraced by other researchers
following Kahn’s 1990 study. For example, Walters and Diab (2016) used Kahn’s work
to validate their observation that employees need to experience psychological safety at
work, knowing they can take authentic actions without fear of negative repercussions
from other employees. Another study conducted by Mat, Jansriboot, and Mat (2019)
found an individual’s social surroundings and psychological safety were crucial elements
tied to engagement or disengagement.
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Following Kahn’s 1990 definition of individual psychological safety, which was
linked to the construct of employee engagement, Edmondson (1999) wrote about the
importance of psychological safety for team effectiveness, asserting psychological safety
resulted from team members communicating authentically without concern of negative
repercussions from others. Her research introduced team psychological safety, defined
as, “a shared belief held by members of a team that the team is safe for interpersonal risk
taking” (Edmondson, 1999, p. 350).
Psychological safety is recognized as an important concept to individuals and
teams; several studies linked psychological safety to employee engagement and
organizational outcomes (Hernandez & Guarana, 2018; Kahn, 1990; Mat et al., 2019).
Mat et al. (2019) determined psychological safety was necessary for companies to remain
competitive because employees were comfortable sharing ideas, pushing limits, and
bringing about innovation. Within the last decade, the technology firm Google conducted
a multi-year internal study with over 180 teams to determine what drove team success
and concluded psychological safety or lack thereof more than any other factor studied
determined team success (Duhigg, 2016). Google’s study revealed higher performing
team members experienced equal time to verbally contribute ideas and had high social
intelligence (Duhigg, 2016). This aligned closely with Edmondson’s (1999) original
definition of psychological safety with the team as being a safe place to take risks.
Although research indicated psychological safety positively impacted individual,
team, and organizational outcomes, what occurred in the brains of employees when their
psychological safety was threatened was largely unknown for many years. Unlike
physical safety, psychological safety can be difficult to assess because it is an
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individual’s brain determining if an environment is psychologically safe (Radecki, Hull,
McCusker & Ancona, 2018). Fortunately, newer breakthroughs in the field of
neuroscience provided neuroimaging and other types of scientific data to help understand
from a neurological perspective the importance of psychological safety.
Neuroscience Findings and the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Framework
Neuroimaging makes it possible to precisely see what happens in the brain
(Lafferty & Alford, 2010). In their book Psychological Safety, Radecki et al. (2018)
highlighted how, through neuroimaging, neuroscientists can capture what happens in the
brain at the exact moment it encounters stimuli. Thus, scientists can create situations
similar to what participants of a study might encounter in a work environment and see
how the brain reacts. As a result of these technological advances in neuroscience,
Radecki et al. (2018) were able to identify important elements of the brain related to
psychological safety, such as its need for social bonding and how a psychological threat
to the brain, such as social rejection, is just as real to the brain as a physical threat.
Numerous studies provided insight into what occurs in the brain when various
situations threaten an individual’s psychological safety. For example, Eisenberger (2012)
examined neuroimaging scans as participants experienced social exclusion from a
computer-generated game of catch. Researchers told participants they were playing
virtual catch with multiple research participants when in reality, there was only one live
participant playing catch through a computer program with multiple computer-generated
participants. As the game of catch progressed, the computer gradually excluded the live
participant from the game, throwing the ball instead with increasing frequency to the
computer-generated participants. The brain scans of the live participants as they
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experienced social rejection from the game of catch resulted in patterns mirroring those
occurring in response to physical pain (Eisenberger, 2012). The research emphasized the
importance of the leader’s role to clearly understand both the construct of pyschological
safety and the subsequent impact on organizational results.
One organization at the forefront of research related to neuroscience and
psychological safety is the Academy of Brain-based Leadership (ABL). Founded in
2015, ABL helps organizations apply the latest neuroscience findings to the workplace,
with the goal of building psychologically safe, high-performing people, teams, and
cultures. In their early research with ABL, Radecki et al. (2018) focused on brain
reactions to various social circumstances and the impact each situation had on
psychological safety. One outcome of this research was the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ framework.
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ is an acronym encompassing social motivators, referred to as domains.
Radecki et al. (2018) argued every individual’s brain needs varying levels of each domain
to experience psychological safety. The domains are security, autonomy, fairness,
esteem, and trust. The final letter Y in the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ acronym stands for you,
underscoring each person’s unique psychological needs (Radecki et al., 2018).
Radecki et al. (2018) researched and produced the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ framework to
identify the degree to which individuals and teams experienced psychological safety
within their respective organizations. Organizations are microcosms, each with their
individual cultures and norms, which effect performance and productivity. Thus,
workplace cultures affect psychological safety. Organizations interested in impacting
levels of psychological safety in their workplace can utilize the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™
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Assessment and S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey to help individuals and teams identify and
address behaviors counterproductive to psychological safety (Radecki et al., 2018).
Sales Professionals
Sales professionals are widely known to be critical to organizational success, as
they are often one of the largest sources of revenue generation for a company. In
addition to traditional role outcomes, such as building and maintaining customer
relationships, selling products and services, and portraying a positive brand image for the
organization, the role of the sales professional changed considerably over the years. This
evolution required a different approach to managing sales professionals (Cuevas, 2018).
Medhurst and Albrecht (2016) noted high-performing sales professionals often act as
trusted consultants and partners. Many organizations categorize key customers as
strategic partners and select sales professionals proficient in complex, consultative skills
and managing larger, long-term strategic accounts to retain and grow key customer
accounts (Lacoste, 2018). Cuevas (2018) observed because of these complexities, it is
often challenging for organizations to find and keep high-performing sales professionals.
Another study mentioned U.S. organizations spend hundreds of billions of dollars on
incentivizing and training sales professionals and losing them to turnover resulted in
wasted organizational investments (Sunder, Kumar, Goreczny, & Maurer, 2017). Despite
research tying overall employee engagement to business results, research on the sales
professional and engagement is limited (Medhurst & Albrecht, 2011).
Employee Engagement and Psychological Safety for Sales Professionals
Research on both psychological safety and employee engagement continues to
emerge and increasingly these two constructs are linked in studies. As early as 1990,
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Kahn noted an employee’s experience of psychological safety was one of three main
motivators of engagement or disengagement. Hernandez and Guarana (2018) explained
employee engagement as a motivational state characterized by perceptions of meaningful
work, job security, and a sense of safety. Mat et al. (2019) supported this connection,
citing psychological safety directly affects employee engagement. Furthermore, recent
neuroscience findings gave scientific credence to the construct of psychological safety,
which resulted in ABL’s S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ domains.
Despite the impact of sales professionals to organizational efficacy, Medhurst and
Albrecht (2011) found little research about sales professionals and their role in
organizations, nor any research on the link between employee engagement and
psychological safety among sales professionals. In one meta-analysis of sales drivers,
Verbeke et al. (2011) revealed work engagement was one of the top five factors
salespeople identified as driving their performance and was an area in which the authors
implored additional research be conducted.
Statement of the Research Problem
Organizations in today’s knowledge age of the Fourth Industrial Revolution face
an increasingly competitive marketplace. Given technological advances, globalization,
and widespread availability of information, customers can readily part ways with longstanding vendors in exchange for lower prices, better solutions, or a combination of both.
Customers can easily find competitive information for new or replacement products and
services via a simple internet search, and sellers can just as easily find desired contact
information for prospective customers. Technology platforms such as Google and
LinkedIn make it easy for organizations to target and solicit business. In such a
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competitive and rapidly shifting economic environment, sales professionals are
fundamental to building and retaining strategic customer relationships, which in turn
affect revenue growth and long-term organizational success (Medhurst & Albrecht,
2016).
At the same time, the sales professional role is shifting. Whereas customers used
to be highly reliant on the sales professional for information on products, services, and
competitive advantages, customers now have open access to information and no longer
rely solely on the sales professional for basic product and services details. Yet growing
technological sophistication of products and services means customers and prospective
customers rely on the sales professional to provide a higher level of strategic expertise
and consultation than traditionally expected. As a result, the role of the sales professional
evolved into that of trusted advisor, consultant, and strategic account manager (Lacoste,
2018). This evolution requires sales professionals to have a much deeper knowledge of
products and services, along with a sound understanding of customer needs and business
challenges (Cuevas, 2018). In view of these complexities, the relationship between sales
professionals and customers is often interdependent (Cuevas, 2018; Lacoste, 2018).
Given this important relationship, organizations are vulnerable to sales
professionals who leave for other opportunities, often taking loyal customers with them.
To avoid losing loyal customers, research indicated organizations must place greater
emphasis on retaining sales professionals (Meintjes & Hofmeyr, 2018). Research
consistently suggested employee retention lies in engagement (Agarwal & Gupta, 2018;
Medhurst & Albrecht, 2016). Multiple studies found engaged employees were less likely
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to move from one organization to the next (Shuck, Twyford, Reio, & Shuck, 2014; Soane
et al., 2012).
Emerging research suggested the key to employee engagement and retention may
lie in the concept of psychological safety (Edmondson & Lei, 2014; Radecki et al., 2018).
Although Kahn’s research suggested as early as the 1990s that psychological
meaningfulness, safety, and availability were critical components of employee
engagement, this area of study has not experienced the leaps forward one would expect
given increased competition to retain employees and technological advances. Multiple
researchers suggested a more in-depth understanding of the applications of psychological
safety, specifically related to employee engagement, would benefit both the academic
community and all types of organizations (Frazier, Fainshmidt, Klinger, Pezeshkan, &
Vracheva, 2017; Mat et al., 2019; Newman, Donohue, & Eva, 2017). Yet limited
research focused on the relationship between psychological safety and employee
engagement and no research could be found exploring the relationship between
psychological safety and employee engagement in sales professionals. This research
contributed toward eliminating this gap.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this correlational study was to determine they relationship
between employee engagement and psychological safety as measured by the Utrecht
Work Engagement Scale (UWES) and the Academy of Brain-based Leadership’s
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment and Pulse Survey domains of security, autonomy, fairness,
esteem, and trust.
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Research Questions
Five primary research questions guided this study:
1. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
security?
2. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
autonomy?
3. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
fairness?
4. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
esteem?
5. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
trust?
Significance of the Problem
This study aimed to explore the relationship between ABL’s S.A.F.E.T.Y.™
domains and engagement levels of high-performing sales professionals. Findings from
this study could be beneficial to three groups of organizational stakeholders. First,
findings from this study may benefit managers seeking information to increase the
engagement and psychological safety of their sales professionals to achieve higher levels
of engagement, job satisfaction, and revenue results.
Second, findings from this study could be important to human resource
development (HRD) professionals responsible for making recommendations within their
organization regarding how to impact employee engagement. This study aimed to equip
HRD professionals with data regarding the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ domains and the relationship
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between those domains and employee engagement. This information could then be
applied organizationally to improve engagement of high-performing sales professionals.
Third, results of this study may prove useful to leaders concerned with employee
retention and organizational results in today’s globally competitive economic climate.
Little research examines employee engagement or psychological safety as it pertains to
the sales professional and no research could be found examining the link between
employee engagement, psychological safety, and the sales professional. This study
sought to fill that gap.
Definitions
This section provides definitions of terminology important to this study.
Affective. Affective refers to factors arising from or influencing emotions.
Cognitive. Cognitive refers to intellectual capabilities such as thinking and
reasoning.
Efficacy. Efficacy is the ability to be effective as intended.
Employee engagement. “Engagement is defined as a positive, fulfilling, workrelated state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication and absorption”
(Schauefeli, et al., 2002, p. 74). Employee engagement can be used interchangeably with
worker engagement and job engagement. For this study, employee engagement refers to
the Utrecht Work Engagement Scales Assessment score.
Fourth Industrial Revolution. The Fourth Industrial Revolution, also referred to
as Industry 4.0, refers to the wave of technological and industrial advances including
digital networking (P. Schneider & Sting, 2020).
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Human Resource Development (HRD). Human resource development refers to
structures for cultivating talents, understanding, and capabilities.
Industrial age. The industrial age refers to a movement from an agricultural
society to one that primarily consisted of a mechanistic and industrialized growth.
Knowledge age. The knowledge age is also referred to as the knowledge
economy, information age, information economy, digital age, and digital economy. The
term knowledge age was primarily utilized for this study, which Zelles (2015) defined as
a period of time where the intellectual contribution of the workforce began to surpass the
production contribution of the workforce.
Neuroscience. Neuroscience refers to a branch of science relating to the brain
and nervous system.
Positive psychology. According to Carr et al. (2020), the field of positive
psychology originated in the late 1900s and is directed at the positive welfare of the
individual and focused on the satisfaction and happiness of the individual.
Psychological safety. A condition in which an employee is comfortable and
confident sharing ideas and being candid without an overshadowing fear of negative
repercussions.
Pulse Survey. Refers to the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey score.
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment. A brain-based psychological safety assessment
consisting of 50 questions developed by ABL designed to measure the psychological
safety needs and motivators of an individual.
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Framework. The S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ framework, developed by
ABL, identifies domains the human brain requires to experience psychological safety.
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S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ is an acronym for security, autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust, with
the Y standing for you. You is designed to emphasize that each human brain requires all
five domains to feel safe, but the degree each domain influences the neurological
experience of safety varies by individual.
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey. A brain-based psychological safety pulse survey
consisting of five questions developed by ABL designed to measure the psychological
safety condition of individuals in their current work environment.
Sales professional. A sales professional is a person whose employment is
focused on selling goods or services (Breinlich, Soderbery, & Wright, 2018).
Sales of services. Organizations sell either products, services, or a combination
of both products and services to their customers (Chung, 2021). Multiple organizations
moved from a product-based to a service-based sales model (Breinlich et al., 2018).
Social cognitive neuroscience. A relatively new interdisciplinary field involving
social psychology and cognitive neuroscience (Lieberman, 2012).
Software as a Service. Often known as SaaS, organizations sell software as a
service and charge fees based on usage of software. Netflix and LinkedIn are two
examples of SaaS companies (Chung, 2021).
Utilitarianism. Utilitarianism is a values system involving making choices based
upon the positive impact to the majority of the people affected (Pearsall & Ellis, 2011).
Utrecht Work Engagement Scales (UWES). The most common employee
engagement scale used in research (Bailey, Madden, Alfes, & Fletcher, 2017).
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Delimitations
This quantitative study was delimited to high-performing sales professionals
selling services in the state of California. For this study, high-performing sales
professionals were defined as individuals with a minimum of five years of experience in a
sales role and who achieved annual sales quota a minimum of two consecutive years.
Furthermore, this study was delimited to individuals defined by the U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics, Occupational and Wage Statistics (2020) as “Sales Representatives of Services,
Except Advertising, Insurance, Financial Services and Travel” occupation code 41-3091.
Organization of the Study
This study consists of five chapters. Chapter I began with an introduction
designed to set the stage for the study, background information, the statement of the
research problem, purpose statement, research questions, significance of the study,
definition of terms, and delimitations. Chapter II delves into seminal authors and
important foundational findings in the literature. This Chapter explores the evolution of
the business and economic environment, and the concurrent evolution of the role of the
sales professional. In addition, Chapter II reviews the impact of employee engagement
and psychological safety on organizational success and describes ABL’s S.A.F.E.T.Y.™
framework and the domains of safety. Chapter III details the methodology used in this
study, including the research design, study population, and sampling criteria. Chapter IV
offers a detailed analysis of the study findings and Chapter V offers major and
unanticipated findings, conclusions, and recommendations for further research.

18

CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The following review of the literature offers background information related to
employee engagement, psychological safety, and the sales professional, as well as sets
the stage for the purpose of this study. The intent of this research was to study the
intersection of employee engagement and psychological safety among high-performing
sales professionals.
The literature review starts with a history of the workplace in the United States
from the 19th century industrial age to the 21st century knowledge age and the disruption
of the COVID-19 pandemic. The concurrent emergence of the Fourth Industrial
Revolution amidst the knowledge age is also explored, alongside the impact of the
evolving workplace on the employer-employee relationship. The review then looks at
how industrial changes impacted the competitive sales landscape and the importance of
the sales professional role to organizational success. A review of employee engagement
and psychological safety variables follow, including seminal studies and the intersection
in the literature of employee engagement and psychological safety. Finally, the literature
review concludes with the theoretical framework used in this study. The literature review
includes seminal authors and major studies impacting the research variables. All such
research was analyzed and gaps in the research were noted. These gaps resulted in the
identified need for this study. A synthesis matrix was utilized to identify, organize, and
categorize research articles to effectively capture and reference all relevant research,
including seminal authors and significant data. The synthesis matrix (Appendix A)
mapped the variables of the reviewed literature to the core concepts of this study.
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History of the Workplace in the United States
A review of the literature revealed the U.S. workplace changed profoundly from
the late 19th to the 21st century, which began to change the way the employer and
employee related (Bodrožić & Adler, 2018). In the late 1800s and early 1900s, when
factory workers and assembly lines dominated the workplace, employees were measured
in ways that could be easily quantified, such as number of units that rolled off of a
production line (Tomac et al., 2019). During the progression of the industrial age and the
decades following, significant industry and technological advances occurred, which
changed the nature of business and continued to alter the employee-employer relationship
(Băeşu & Bejinaru, 2020).
Industrial Age
A historical review of organizations in the United States revealed that in the late
19th and early 20th century’s first industrial era, employers relied on frameworks to
structure and manage the workforce, such as the scientific management theory focused
primarily on manufacturing and systems related to worker expediency and productivity
(Khorasani & Almasifard, 2017). During this period, employee efficiency and high
volumes of productivity were key to achieving organizational results (Tomac et al.,
2019). Scientific management theory, popularized in the early 1900s by mechanical
engineer Frederick Taylor, was characterized by task improvement, standardization of
worker procedures, and economic rewards for achieving set levels of acceptable task
performance (Khorasani & Almasifard, 2017). During this first industrial era, little
attention was given to the psychological experience employees had on the job or how
mentally and emotionally engaged they were in work activities (Kahn, 1990).

20

Knowledge Age
As technological advances occurred in the workplace, both the nature of work and
the skills employers needed from employees changed (Băeşu & Bejinaru, 2020). As the
first industrial era, characterized by manufacturing, transitioned into the knowledge age,
characterized by information, the sale of services and information prevailed over the sale
of manufactured products, causing a change in the marketplace from material-based to
information-based sectors (Karmarker et al., 2015). The knowledge age was called by
several names in the literature, including the knowledge economy, the information age,
the information economy, the digital age, and the digital economy. The term knowledge
age was utilized for this study.
The rapid evolution of technology occurring in the knowledge age required new
skill sets from employees and helped reshape the relationship of the employer to the
employee (Băeşu & Bejinaru, 2020). The knowledge age workplace operated in a global
economy connected by technological advances, with organizations comprised of complex
systems and employees across the globe collaborating despite different cultures, time
zones, and locations (Schellhammer, Klein, & Ebner, 2017). The knowledge age relied
upon employees offering their best ideas and creative skills, yet ideas and creativity could
not be mandated, but rather, were the result of employees feeling psychologically
engaged and voluntarily offering their best efforts and ideas (Zelles, 2015). Furthermore,
new generations entered the workplace with desirable technological skills, placing
demands on employers related to transparency, integrity, personal freedom, and work-life
balance to retain this new generation of the workforce (Dabirian, Berthan, & Kietzmann,
2019). Finally, with the disruption of the COVID-19 pandemic, a focus on engagement
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and workforce retention escalated and as the 2021 Gallup report stated, “The importance
of employee engagement to business outcomes increases during times of crisis” (p. 16).
Fourth Industrial Revolution
According to Ghislieri et al. (2018), society entered the Fourth Industrial
Revolution, which changed how companies create value, how people work, and how
organizations and individuals communicate. The Fourth Industrial Revolution, also
referred to as Industry 4.0, introduced advanced technology such as artificial intelligence
and an automated economy continuing to impact the employer-employee relationship
(Chuang & Graham, 2020). Industry 4.0 significantly impacted manufacturing and
supply chain organizations. Ortt et al. (2020) observed that Industry 4.0 demanded new
capabilities and produced new job categories. Employee competencies required in
Industry 4.0 included technological proficiency; however, Ghislieri et al. (2018) noted the
importance of soft skills such as adaptability, flexibility, cooperation, and problemsolving. P. Schneider and Sting (2020) observed it was one thing for organizational
leaders to introduce new, technologically advanced products or internal processes,
however getting employees engaged in the work was a different matter altogether.
Employees feared negative consequences due to lack of skill proficiency and jobs lost to
automation, resulting in adoption resistance to the new technology. Although the
construct of Industry 4.0 was only introduced within the last decade, facets of this new
era were linked to organizational competitive advantages (Ortt et al. 2020).
Competitive Landscape
Research demonstrated technological advancements and globalization in the more
recent evolution to Industry 4.0 resulted in a new competitive landscape for organizations
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(Chuang & Graham, 2020; Ortt et al., 2020; P. Schneider & Sting, 2020). These changes
left questions as to the most effective approaches regarding the employer-employee
relationship. Ghislieri et al. (2018) highlighted the importance of technology driving
change, including web-based solutions, big data, machine learning, and robotic
engineering. P. Schneider and Sting (2020) reported a paradoxical challenge in the
change management processes required to employ new technology in the workplace and
noted gaining employee buy-in was critical to the implementation and management of
new technology. However, as a result of the change, employees often feared job
displacement or eventual loss of employment due to such technological advances (P.
Schneider & Sting, 2020). Furthermore, customers who once needed to visit a brick-andmortar store to purchase products and obtain information were now able to purchase such
products and gather information online. Thus, organizations were forced to adapt to
these changes in an effort to remain competitive in the marketplace (Lestari et al., 2020).
Organizations traditionally relied on the role of the sales professional to interact with
customers and drive the sale of products and services, yet as technology advanced, the
role of the sales professional also required significant change (Lacoste, 2018).
Role of Sales Professional
The literature revealed the role of the sales professional was viewed as an
important factor in organizational strategy as well as a key factor in revenue generation
because the sales professional acted as the conduit to the customer (Meintjes & Hofmyer,
2018). Furthermore, the sales strategy of the organization often dictated organizations
rank customers by significance and assign sales professionals with specific skills to
manage these customers to create the highest value for customers and organization. The
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modern sales profession was described as a role going beyond the sale of services to
organizations but also a role serving in a consultative, strategic way to create a lasting
bond between organization and customer (Medhurst & Albrecht, 2011).
Throughout the years, the role of the sales professional in the workforce was
transformed, as illustrated by Cuevas (2018) who stated:
The factors underpinning sales force transformation can be synthesized
into a set of three key trends: the nature of customer behavior and
evolving expectations of professional buyers, the opportunities (and
disruption) offered by new and digital technologies, and the enhanced
levels of globalization and competition. (p. 199)
Lacoste (2018) noted that as the marketplace experienced a decreased need for
skills provided by a traditional, oftentimes transactional sales representative, customers
and employers instead required a different type of strategic sales professional. Further,
many organizations transitioned from a product-driven sales strategy to a service-driven
sales strategy (Chung, 2021). This new role demanded a new set of skills, such as a more
sophisticated understanding of the customer’s business and competitive challenges
(Lacoste, 2018). Medhurst and Albrecht (2011) emphasized that as the sales role
changed, the modern-day sales professional played a more skilled, long-term consultative
role as a trusted partner to their customers. Cuevas (2018) recognized the purchasing
control held by technologically savvy customers who demanded more from sellers, and at
the same time, underscored a parallel need for organizations to retain this new, more
sophisticated sales professional. One construct organizations focus on to improve
business results and their competitive advantage is psychological safety (Mat et al.,
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2019), yet few studies could be found linking the sales professional and psychological
safety (B. Kim, Lee, & Connerton, 2020). Another construct businesses intentionally
focused on to reduce employee turnover was employee engagement (Busse & Regenberg,
2018). Although limited research could be found on the link between sales professionals
and employee engagement, Medhurst and Albrecht (2016) began to explore that link.
Sales of services. Organizations sell either products, services, or a combination
of both (Chung, 2021). Over the last half century, selling services accelerated in business
and introduced a new definition of the sale of services as servitization, a term that
subsequently became of interest as a new theoretical model (Kowalkowski, Gebauer,
Kamp, & Perry, 2017). Multiple organizations moved from a product-based sales model
to a services-based sales model (Breinlich et al., 2018). An example of the sale of a
service would be a computer organization that traditionally sold products and transitioned
to the sales of cloud-based services or software, or as Chung (2021) stated, “software as a
service—known by the now-ubiquitous acronym SaaS” (p. 49). As one example of this
movement, Kowalkowski et al. (2017) stated, “After selling its personal computer
division to Lenovo, IBM changed its registration at the New York Stock Exchange
(NYSE) from product to service company” (p. 6). Although this transition to the sale of
services was often equated with the technology industry, the change occurred across
multiple business industries (Chung, 2021). Cuevas (2017) stated, “Our study showed
that the move towards services has extended across industries, beyond the traditionally
servitized sectors like manufacturing, to consumer goods, technology and industrial
products” (p. 201). Information technology, consulting, and professional services (e.g.,
legal services, engineering services) were examples of the sale of services (Cuevas,
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2018). This transformation to the sale of services across multiple industries caused a
shift in the need for organizations to hire, retain, and appropriately compensate sales
professionals with the skill set required to sell services (Chung, 2021).
Employee Engagement
Given what the research indicated about the importance of retaining sales
professionals for long-term customer retention, it was important for organizational
leaders to understand the concept of employee engagement (Medhurst & Albrecht, 2016).
Employee engagement was first introduced by Kahn in 1990 and was since an area of
rapidly growing interest by both organizational practitioners and researchers. Despite the
number of studies on employee engagement increasing, no single, agreed-upon definition
emerged in the literature. Saks and Gruman (2014) observed that although employee
engagement continued to grow in popularity and was linked to organizational results,
literature lacked consensus on the definition of employee engagement. The disconnect
regarding the definition of employee engagement carried forward to the name itself, with
multiple variations, such as work engagement and job engagement (Walters & Diab,
2016). In the literature, Kaur (2017) reiterated the origin of the construct occurred with
Kahn’s research in 1990 and further found employee engagement encompassed a
physical aspect (e.g., showing positive energy), an emotional aspect (e.g., personal
connection, dedication), and a cognitive aspect (e.g., awareness, knowledge). Bailey et
al. (2017) argued the dominant definition of engagement appeared to be that of Scheufeli
et al. (2002), who stated, “Engagement is defined as a positive, fulfilling, work-related
state of mind that is characterized by vigor, dedication and absorption” (p. 74). Although
the literature lacks agreement upon one definition of employee engagement, Saks (2019)
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stated research on employee engagement aligned to Kahn’s (1990) study on personal
engagement and Schaufeli et al.’s (2002) study on work engagement.
In the 2008 article Employee Engagement and HRD: A Seminal Review of the
Foundations, Shuck and Wollard stressed employee engagement was an important area
of focus for human resource development (HRD) professionals and observed “a
disjointed approach to understanding and developing strategies around employee
engagement within organizations” (p. 89). Following Shuck and Wollard’s study, a surge
of research explored the role of employee engagement in the workplace focused on
outcomes, such as initiative, motivation, customer loyalty, and organizational
performance (Kwon & Park, 2019). Furthermore, research demonstrated engaged
employees were linked to the financial results of an organization (Kwon & Park, 2019;
Nienaber & Martins, 2020; Young et al., 2018). Widespread agreement emerged about
the benefits of engaged employees and multiple studies found engagement as a
competitive advantage (Busse & Regenberg, 2019; Kwon & Park, 2019; Nienaber &
Martins, 2020; Shrotryia & Dhanda, 2019). Practitioner interest in employee engagement
increased, with Kwon and Park (2019) sharing employee engagement was growing into a
core factor within the knowledge-based economy and was important for employee wellbeing and personal and organizational performance. This resulted in an increased focus
on employee engagement among HRD professionals and academics, with the aim of
understanding how to measure and maximize engagement for the benefit of the
individual, team, and organization (Nienaber & Martins, 2019). Furthermore, with the
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the need for a focus on employee engagement
increased in the workplace (Gallup, 2021).
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Employee Engagement Theories
Academic research regarding engagement began with Kahn’s (1990) study, which
has since been cited over 9,900 times according to Google Scholar (2020). Yet after
Kahn’s seminal work was published in 1990, almost a decade passed before employee
engagement appeared again in the research (B. Schneider, Yost, Kropp, Kind, & Lam,
2018). A popular theory emerged that the resurgence of interest in employee engagement
was triggered by the introduction of and connection to positive psychology in the
workplace (Truss, Delbridge, Kerstin, Shantz, & Soane, 2014). In 1997, Maslach and
Leiter proposed engagement was the opposite of employee burnout. However, in 2002
Schaufeli et al. proposed that although burnout was a concept linked to engagement,
employee engagement was a theory that stood on its own. Schaufeli et al. (2002) defined
engagement in terms of a positive work connection associated with motivation,
inspiration, and dedication. Furthermore, Shuck and Wollard (2010) cited Harter et al.
(2002) spurred growth in employee engagement research due to the identified link
between engagement and increased profit.
Kahn’s theory. William Kahn defined two types of employee reactions, personal
engagement and personal disengagement. Kahn (1990) stated, “individuals make
choices, at different levels of awareness, to employ and express or withdraw and defend
themselves during role performance” (p. 717). He further contended employees seemed
to unconsciously and circumstantially ask themselves three questions before determining
whether to engage in work, questions related to the meaning, safety, and availability to
perform the work. In 2004, May et al. conducted a study building on Khan’s original
work and concluded, “Revisions to the original framework suggest that all three
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psychological conditions are important in determining one’s engagement at work” (p.
30). Busse and Regenberg (2019) noted many definitions were proposed for employee
engagement, but most were fundamentally linked to Kahn’s original research.
Job demands-resources model & theory. Another commonly referenced model
was the job demands-resources model (JD-R), which was first introduced in a2001 by
Demerouti, Nachreiner, Bakker, and Schaufeli and then featured in a 2005 article by
Bakker and Demerouti. Bakker and Demerouti (2007) stated, “Job demands refer to
those physical, psychological, social, or organizational aspects of the job that require
sustained physical and/or psychological (cognitive and emotional) effort or skills and are
therefore associated with certain physiological and/or psychological costs” (p. 312). The
model (Figure 1) showed job demands such as difficult interactions with customers or
abusive supervisor experiences had a personal cost associated with them for the
employee. Job resources, such as the support of team members and supervisors, helped
with outcomes such as the attainment of goals and had the effect of reduced costs of work
done on the job (Bakker, Demerouti, & Euwema, 2005). Furthermore, Bakker and
Demerouti (2017) found factors such as appreciation, innovation, and diverse talent could
predict level of engagement when job demands were high.

Figure 1. The job demands-resources model. Source: Bakker & Demerouti (2007, p. 313)
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JD-R theory indicated job demands could lead to undue pressure, whereas job
resources could lead to higher motivation and work accomplishment (Medhurst &
Albrecth, 2011). Truss et al. (2014) noted the JD-R model described an interplay of work
and personal resources related to higher levels of motivation and engagement. According
to the JD-R framework, employees experienced both demands and resources related to
their work on a physical, social, and/or organizational level (Kwon & Park, 2019).
Furthermore, JD-R was the most widely used explanation of engagement for studies
utilizing the UWES engagement scale (Bailey et al., 2017). However, the research also
observed JD-R was criticized for being too transactional and unable to account for how
and why an employee engages in more complicated scenarios such as a medical crisis.
In revisited research in 2017, Bakker and Demerouti published a revised JD-R
model (Figure 2) and incorporated the employee role in both job demands and resources.
The researchers cited the evolutionary nature of the JD-R model and stated, “Over the
past 15 years, JD-R theory has grown from a relatively simple model outlining two
unique processes to a theory including specific propositions regarding interactions
between job demands and resources, self-starting employee behaviors, and outcomes”
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2017, p. 278). Furthermore, the revised research recognized the
proactive nature of employee contributions and showed employees were not merely
reactive to the cultural work environment created by the organization, but three new
factors of personal resources, job crafting, and self-undermining contributed to the JD-R
theory (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). As such, these new factors were included in the
updated model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). Under these revisions, personal
motivational resources (e.g., autonomy, support) were created as “employees may
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proactively increase their job resources (e.g., ask for feedback and help) and challenge
job demands (e.g., start a new project, learn to master a new skill), and decrease their
deterrent job demands (e.g., reduce workload and bureaucracy)” (Bakker & Demerouti,
2017, p. 276). Although mention was made of various scales utilized by practitioners to
measure variables in the JD-R theory at both the individual and organizational levels, no
measurement scale was published by Bakker and Demerouti (2017).

Figure 2. The job demands-resources model, revised. Source: Bakker & Demerouti,
2017, p. 275.
Work engagement theory. Schaufeli and Bakker, at Utrecht University in the
Netherlands, along with Marisa Salanova and Vincent Gonzalez-Roma, first published
their findings related to work engagement in 2002. The research was meant in part to
operationalize Kahn’s original engagement theory and refuted that employee engagement
was part of a burnout continuum as Maslach and Leiter previously proposed. This
research offered another perspective differentiating burnout and engagement, noting the
two constructs required different measurement tools (Schaufeli et al., 2002). Schaufeli
and Bakker (2002) defined vigor, dedication, and absorption as concepts within employee
engagement. Vigor was described as a high drive and cognitive fortitude, as well as

31

positive excitement and a sense of challenge. Dedication was described as deeply
committed to and fulfilled by activities at work. Absorption was described as a state of
complete and enthusiastic focus on work. The work resulted in the Utrecht Work
Engagement Scale (UWES), “used in 86% of the studies” (Bailey et al., 2017, p. 43).
Job and organizational engagement theory. In 2006, Saks published one of the
first empirical studies on employee engagement, expressing concern the construct of
employee engagement received considerable attention toward organizational and
financial impact, but much of the information circulated was provided by business
consultants and not researchers. Saks (2006) distinguished between job and organization
engagement and the need to measure antecedents and consequences of both types of
engagement. In their literature review, Shuck and Wollard (2010) noted before Saks,
studies focused on motivators and results of job engagement. Saks (2006) acknowledged
the importance of Kahn’s and Scheufeli et al.’s research and noted social exchange theory
(SET) as the most rational concept to explain how employees felt compelled to
reciprocate with higher levels of engagement when an organization provided job
resources. According to Saks (2006), SET described how organizational commitments
developed based on interactions with colleagues and others in the organization. In later
research, however, Shuck and Wollard (2010) disputed that SET was foundational to
employee engagement, instead offering engagement did not require reciprocal
relationships.
Saks (2006) distinguished job engagement as separate from organization
engagement and identified six antecedents and five consequences impacting employee
engagement outlined in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Antecedents and consequences of employee engagement. Source: Saks (2006,
p. 604).
In 2019, Saks reexamined the original 2006 study and added the UWES to the
research. In this later study, Saks (2019) identified a refined model of 12 antecedents
impacting job and organization engagement and eight consequences (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Antecedents and consequences of employee engagement, revised. Source: Saks
(2019, p. 32).
Job engagement theory. Multiple studies referenced Rich, Lepine, and
Crawford’s (2010) research related to employee engagement and work performance that
built on Khan’s original research (Bailey et al., 2017; Byrne, Peters, & Weston, 2016;
Saks, 2019). Rich et al. (2010) stated, “engagement mediates relationships between value
congruence, perceived organizational support, and core self-evaluations, and two job
performance dimensions: task performance and organizational citizenship behavior” (p.

33

617). The researchers posited Kahn did not directly tie engagement to job performance
and theoretically such a link existed related to both a task performed in-role by an
employee and as a behavior exhibited by an employee performing an out-of-role task; yet
both variables contributed to or detracted from overall organizational success (Rich et al.,
2010). The multifaceted model validated by Rich et al. is provided in Figure 5.

Figure 5. Structural model with engagement and other affective-motivational states.
Source: Rich et al. (2010, p. 427).
Shuck and Reio’s theory of employee engagement. Shuck and Reio (2011)
introduced a developing employee engagement theory and framework based on Kahn’s
research to address the gap between employee engagement and the construct of
engagement within academic and practitioner communities. Kwon and Park (2019)
attributed an increase in studies linking employee engagement and business outcomes to
Shuck and Wollard’s (2008) research, which revealed employee engagement as critical to
the HRD. Kwon and Park (2019) distinguished between employee engagement, job
satisfaction, job involvement, and organizational commitment.
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In expressed concern over the gap between the prolific application of employee
engagement with little validated agreement on a definition and framework, Shuck and
Reio (2011) questioned how so much scholarly research could emerge citing employee
engagement as necessary for organizational success without a commonly accepted
definition, framework, or assessment. Shuck and Reio’s (2011) theory and framework
was supported by the definition of employee engagement proposed by Shuck and
Wollard (2008), and led to the development of the Employee Engagement Scale (EES) by
Shuck et al. in 2017. As a newly validated employee engagement measurement, the EES
was built upon and expanded on Shuck and Wollard’s definition with a focus on
positivity, intensity, cognition, emotion, and behavior.
The three elements of cognitive, emotional, and behavioral employee engagement
were described in Shuck et al.’s (2017) theory and framework. Cognitive engagement
was described as the intellectual, thoughtful, and evaluative choice made in the mind of
the employee and resulted in positive responses to statements related to contributing to
the organization, feeling safe at work, and having necessary resources (Shuck & Reio,
2011). Emotional engagement was described as an affective connection toward a job and
the agreement to contribute personal resources, which resulted in positive responses to
statements related to a sense of belonging and pride in working at the company.
Behavioral engagement was described as the most explicit type of engagement tied to
increased employee results and aligned with positive responses to statements related to
pushing beyond expectations and working hard for organizational success (Shuck &
Reio, 2011).
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Intellectual, social, and affective engagement theory. Several studies noted the
importance of Soane et al.’s 2012 study on employee engagement (Bailey et al., 2015;
Shuck et al., 2017). Soane et al. (2012) indicated engagement required work be clearly
defined. Further, Soane et al. (2012) highlighted the importance of activation and
positive affect. Activation was described as an enthusiastic and cognitive response to
occurrences at work and positive affect was described as the experience of positive
feelings about work at a conscious level. Anthony-McMann et al. (2017) praised Soane
et al. for highlighting the relationships between engagement, performance, and retention.
Shuck et al. (2017) indicated Soane et al. was based foundationally on Kahn’s 1990
theory and continued to emphasize the importance of the social aspect of engagement.
Soane et al. (2012) linked engagement to the three factors of intellectual, social, and
affective, which resulted in the intellectual, social, and affective (ISA) engagement scale.
The ISA engagement scale was recognized as a significant scale in the measure of
employee engagement (Anthony-McMann et al., 2017; Saks & Gruman, 2014).
Employee Engagement Measurement Scales
Several employee engagement measurement scales resulted from the employee
engagement theories and frameworks since Kahn’s introduction of the construct.
Although the UWES was used in the majority of research studies, the measurement tool
also came under scrutiny (Bailey et al., 2017; Kwon & Park, 2019). Despite the
popularity of the employee engagement construct, no one scale had been agreed upon
(Shrotryia & Dhanda, 2019; Shuck et al., 2017).
Utrecht Work Engagement Scale. The UWES, introduced by Schaufeli et al. in
2002, was widely cited as the most commonly used scale in research to measure
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employee engagement (Knight, Patterson, M., & Dawson, 2017; Kulikowski, 2017;
Kwon & Park, 2019). The measurement scale focuses on evaluating the three domains of
vigor, dedication, and absorption related to the levels of the work engagement of an
employee (Figure 6).

Vigor

Dedication

Absorption

• "characterized by high
levels of energy and
mental resilience
while working, the
willingness to invest
effort in one’s work,
and persistence even
in the face of
difficulties"
(Schaufeli et al.,
2002, p. 74).

• "characterized by a
sense of significance,
enthusiasm,
inspiration, pride, and
challenge" (Schaufeli
et al., 2002, p. 74)

• "characterized by
being fully
concentrated and
deeply engrossed in
one’s work, whereby
time passes quickly
and one has
difficulties with
detaching oneself
from work" (Schaufeli
et al., 2002, p. 74)

Figure 6. UWES domains.
The original UWES comprised of 24 items; however, upon psychometric
evaluation, the final validated scale was reduced to 17 items: six items related to vigor,
five related to dedication, and six related to absorption (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). In
2004, Schaufeli and Baker introduced the UWES-15, stating two items on the UWES-17
had psychometric evaluation weaknesses. At the same time, they introduced the UWES9, a streamlined version (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). According to a Bailey et al. (2017),
employee engagement antecedents link to morale and performance, and the UWES was
used in 86% of the employment engagement research.
The UWES-9 was the favored version utilized in most studies (Bailey et al., 2017;
Kulikowski, 2017). Despite the prolific reliance on the Schaufeli et al. framework and
the UWES, some studies questioned the model and corresponding scale’s validity (Byrne
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et al., 2016; Kulikowski, 2017). Kulikowski (2017) found factorial validation studies on
the UWES were inconclusive as the measure lacked variation across contexts.
Job and organizational engagement scale. Saks’ (2006) research was based on
Kahn’s original employee engagement theory and the SET. It sought to measure both
individual employee engagement and organizational engagement, and resulted in the Job
and Organizational Engagement Scale, which consists of two sub-scales with six items
each using a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree
(Saks, 2006). Sample items related to losing track of time from being engaged in the
work and excitement from being involved with the organization.
Shrotryia and Dhanda (2019) found great use of the Job and Organizational
Engagement Scale based on Google Scholar citations. Yet, despite significant citing in
the literature and evidence several of the antecedents and consequences provided in the
scale were linked to engagement, Saks (2019) noted few studies used the scale to
measure job and organization engagement.
Job engagement scale. Rich et al. (2010) introduced the Job Engagement Scale
(JES), which built off of Kahn’s employee engagement research and sought to study the
three domains of physical, cognitive, and emotional energy. They believed the UWES
was not adequately aligned to Kahn’s theory and thus developed the JES. The JES
consists of 18 items on a Likert-type scale of strongly disagree to strongly agree. Byrne
et al. (2016) studied both the UWES and JES and found the two measures were highly
correlated, but remained distinct as the UWES conflated engagement with other workrelated factors.
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Intellectual, social, and affective engagement scale. Several studies noted the
significance of the ISA Engagement Scale (Anthony-McMann et al., 2017; Shrotryia et
al., 2019). Soane et al. (2012) introduced the ISA Engagement Scale based on Kahn’s
research as they found a positive relationship between performance, citizenship, and
retention, which was reflected in the measure. The ISA Engagement Scale uses of a 7point response scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree (Soane et al., 2012).
Anthony-McMann et al. (2017) found the scale included items related to positive
interpersonal relationships, which Kahn viewed as foundations to employee engagement.
Employee engagement scale. A more recent introduction to the employee
engagement literature was the Employee Engagement Scale (EES) that identified
employee engagement as cognitive, emotional, and behavioral, and was based on Khan’s
original theory (Kwon & Park, 2019; Shrotryia & Dhanda, 2019). To introduce and
validate the EES, Shuck et al. (2017) contended the study and resulting EES
measurement scale responded to researchers’ desire for stronger definition and
measurement of employee engagement. Shuck et al. (2017) utilized the JES to measure
convergent validity and identified three sub-scales, cognitive engagement, emotional
engagement, and behavioral engagement. The scale utilized a 5-point Likert type scale
from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Shuck et al. (2017) demonstrated the validity
and reliability of the EES measurement scale, but academic validation was still required.
Benefits of Employee Engagement
Following the release of Kahn’s study in 1990, employee engagement became
widely cited as important to individual, team, and organizational success (Nienaber &
Martins, 2020). Given this, the construct of employee engagement experienced growing
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interest among academics and the practitioner community, including human resources,
management experts, and organizational leaders (Anthony-McMann et al., 2017; Bailey
et al., 2017; Shuck et al., 2017; Kaur, 2017; Young et al., 2018). Furthermore, the theory
of employee engagement was recognized as critical to the development of organizational
talent and efficacy, and interest in the theory continued to escalate in the knowledge age
(Kwon & Park, 2019).
Individual benefits of employee engagement. The benefits of employee
engagement at the individual level were significant (Kwon & Park, 2019; Schneider et
al., 2018). Kahn (1990) noted engaged employees were comfortable sharing their ideas,
feelings, knowledge, and experiences with peers and developed personal connections
with other employees. Saks (2019) found engaged individuals experienced increased job
satisfaction and Shuck et al. (2017) found engagement resulted in improved mental and
physical health. Furthermore, employee engagement correlated with decreased burnout,
reduced negative stress, and increased optimism and empowerment (Bailey et al., 2017;
Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Saks, 2019). Engaged individuals were also benefited the
organization via decreased turnover, less absenteeism, increased performance, greater
enthusiasm, increased productivity and creativity, and stronger work commitment
(Bakker & Demerouti, 2008; Busse & Regenberg, 2019; Rich, et al., 2010; Medhurst &
Albrecht, 2011; Saks, 2006; Shuck & Wollard, 2008; Soane et al., 2012).
Team benefits of employee engagement. Although limited research could be
found directly linking employee engagement to the team, a study by Uddin, Mahmood,
and Fan (2018) researched the relationship between employee engagement and team
performance. They concluded employee engagement had a significant impact on team
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performance. Furthermore, multiple benefits of employee engagement to the team were
highlighted in the literature. Shuck et al. (2017) described engagement as a continuum
changing based on the task, team, and other organizational factors. Bailey et al. (2107),
found research demonstrating a relationship between employee engagement and a team’s
desirable work outcomes. Rich et al. (2010) stated the rise in teamwork over individual
tasks could increase engagement and result in organizational advantages. Additionally,
the EES was introduced to pursue data on the team (Shuck et al., 2017).
Organization benefits of employee engagement. Kwon and Park (2019) found
academic research and practitioner application of employee engagement continued to
expand at a rapid rate, but this did not necessarily translate to changes or impact at
organizational levels. Bailey et al. (2017) concluded few definitive facts were known
about employee engagement despite the numerous studies conducted on the subject,
partially because of the lack of a common definition, framework, or measurement tool.
Nevertheless, studies demonstrated engaged employees directly related to the financial
results of an organization (Kwon & Park, 2019; Nienaber & Martins, 2020; Young et al.,
2018). The literature also revealed employee engagement was linked to an organization’s
competitive advantage (Kwon & Park, 2019; Schneider et al., 2018; Shrotryia & Dhanda,
2019). Nienaber and Martins (2020) stated employee engagement had an impact on the
effective implementation of organizational strategy and theorized it would reduce the
performance gap. Organizations with higher levels of employee engagement had
increased sales, reduced turnover, and higher levels of employee productivity (Young et
al., 2018).
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Consequences of Disengaged Employees
A barrage of consequences exist from disengaged employees and disengaged
employees come at a cost to organizational efficacy (Busse & Regenberg, 2019; Rich et
al., 2010). Kahn (1990) described the consequences of a disengaged employee, which
included a lack of involvement, lack of attention to detail, and a lack of connection with
colleagues; they were less likely to share ideas or offer innovations. Similarly, Bailey et
al. (2017) noted consequences of disengagement included poor behavior, bullying, abuse,
and avoidance. The literature revealed individual, team, and organizational consequences
employee disengagement.
Individual consequences of disengaged employees. A 2017 Gallup report
indicated 67% of employees in the United States were disengaged and Knight et al.
(2017) indicated disengaged individuals resulted in negative consequences to the
individual such as reduced health and work performance. By 2020 during the COVID-19
pandemic, disengagement had decreased one percentage point to 66%, but other tracked
indicators were markedly impacted such as employee stress and daily worry, which
increased from 49% to 57% and from 38% to 48%, respectively (Gallup, 2021). Shuck et
al. (2107) was the first to explore the link between employee engagement and health
outcomes, suggesting disengagement related to alcohol consumption among males and
related to consumption of fast food, lack of sleep, and mental distress among women.
Other individual consequences of disengaged employees included decreased work
contribution, exhaustion, cynicism, increased stress, increased burnout, and higher
turnover (Agarwal & Gupta, 2018; Anthony-McMann et al., 2017; Bailey et al., 2017;
Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Soane et al., 2011).
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Team consequences of disengaged employees. Although no research could be
found linking team consequences to disengagement, some studies showed a link between
team performance and employee engagement (Knight et al., 2017; Nienaber & Martins,
2019). Uddin et al. (2018) conducted the first known study to link employee engagement
to the team and although the study did not provide findings on the consequences of
disengagement, the research established a positive link between engaged employees and
team performance.
Organization consequences of disengaged employees. Bailey et al. (2017)
conducted a systematic review and synthesis of literature related to engagement, despite a
vast number of consultant organizations offering employee engagement measurement
tools and services. Despite concerns, several studies found consequences of disengaged
employees to the organization. Young et al. (2018) stated a disengaged employee could
cost a U.S. organization billions of dollars annually. A 2017 Gallup report stated,
“Gallup estimates that actively disengaged employees cost the U.S. $483 billion to $605
billion each year in lost productivity” (p. 19). Studies by Uddin et al. (2018) and Saks
(2019) revealed disengaged employees resulted in lower organizational commitment.
Additionally, a lack of employee engagement at an organizational level was shown in the
literature to negatively impact competitive advantage and increase levels of turnover
within an organization (Busse & Regenberg, 2019; Shuck et al., 2014).
Employee Engagement and Sales Professionals
An employee population with a direct impact on organizational efficacy is the
sales professional, yet research by Medhurst and Albrecht (2011) noted a lack of research
specifically related to the link between sales professionals and employee engagement.
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Darrat, Mulki, and Swinberghe (2017) studied the impact of disengagement among sales
professionals and observed their poor attitudes could dissuade potential customers from
purchasing a product or service. Although limited research was conducted on the job role
of the sales professional and engagement (Meintjes & Hofmeyr, 2018), the concept of an
engaged or disengaged employee was widely researched, and engagement directly tied to
organizational success (Kwon & Park, 2019; Schneider et al., 2018; Shrotryia & Dhanda,
2019). Additional research on the topic of sales professionals and employee engagement
was needed (Medhurst & Albrecht, 2011, 2016; Verbeke et al., 2011).
Although it was largely established engagement is vital to individual, team, and
organizational success and research emerged linking employee engagement and the sales
professional (Medhurst & Albrecht, 2016; Nienaber & Martins, 2020), practitioners
struggled to apply this theoretical knowledge to achieve operational success. Some
argued the disconnect may be solved through a deeper exploration and application of
recent work in psychological safety (Kahn, 1990; Mat et al., 2019; Newman et al., 2017).
Psychological Safety
The construct of psychological safety first appeared in the research of Schein and
Bennis in 1965, who studied the impact of psychological safety on the employee and
organization during times of change. Schein and Bennis (1965) described psychological
safety as a component of what was needed for organizational change to occur. It was not
until 1990 the construct of psychological safety emerged in Kahn’s research, which
introduced employee engagement at the individual level and identified three
psychological elements resulting in employee engagement: meaningfulness, safety, and
availability. Although Kahn’s (1990) study focused primarily on the individual, the
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research also acknowledged the concept of psychological safety at the group and
organizational level. Almost a decade later, Edmondson furthered the theory based on
her 1999 research when she expanded the construct and established the link between
psychological safety and the team (Newman et al., 2017).
Newman et al. (2017) noted since Kahn and Edmondson’s introduction of
individual and team psychological safety, research on the construct increased
significantly, and despite various proposed definitions of the construct, Edmondson’s
(1999) remained the most used in research. Despite slight differences in definition, the
literature made clear the positive impact of psychological safety on the individual, team,
and organization (Frazier et al., 2017; Kahn, 1990; Newman et al., 2017).
Although Pearsall and Ellis (2011) did not desire to diminish the positive
attributes of psychological safety, an unintended consequence of high levels of
psychological safety may have been high levels of utilitarianism, which resulted in
negative ethical impacts. Pearsall and Ellis (2011) found psychological safety was a
moderating variable between utilitarianism and unethical outcomes, and higher levels of
psychological safety were associated with unethical behaviors. Edmondson (2012) also
highlighted the importance of creating a high level of psychological safety with a high
level of accountability, noting the two did not have to be in conflict (Figure 7).

Figure 7. Zone of psychological safety. Source: Edmondson (2012, p. 173).
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Despite caution as to potential negative impact, widespread agreement emerged
on the benefits of psychological safety to both organizational performance and
competitive advantage. A more in-depth understanding of the applications of
psychological safety, particularly relating to employee engagement, would benefit both
academic and organizational communities (Frazier et al., 2017; Mat et al., 2019; Newman
et al., 2017). As O’Donovan, Van Dun, and McAuliffe (2020) stated, “Psychological
safety is fundamental to effective teamwork, communication, and collaboration at work.”
(p. 2).
Psychological Safety Theories
Schein and Bennis (1965), Kahn (1990), and Edmonson (1999) all contributed
research on the construct of psychological safety and their work largely shaped the theory
base. In a meta-analysis of the construct of psychological safety, Frazier et al. (2017)
noted much of the research was based on the same theoretical underpinnings. Although
each of these scholars took a different approach to their work, Frazier et al. (2017)
observed the research findings of these three all shared complementary views.
Schein and Bennis. The term psychological safety was introduced in 1965 when
Schein and Bennis, MIT professors, published research focused on organizational
change. They found psychological safety was needed for individuals to feel equipped to
go through change. Although Schein and Bennis’ research primarily focused on
individual and organizational change, it was this seminal study that introduced the
construct of psychological safety for later research expansion (Edmondson, 1999;
Edmondson & Lei, 2014; Newman et al., 2017).
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Kahn. Kahn produced groundbreaking research in 1990 when he introduced the
construct of employee engagement. The purpose of his study was to examine employee
psychological conditions at work and as Khan (1990) stated, “The specific, in-depth
approach used here was designed to yield a grounded theoretical framework illustrating
how psychological experiences of work and work contexts shape the processes of people
presenting and absenting their selves during task performance” (p. 694). Kahn (1990)
found three elements tied to whether an individual engaged in work performance:
meaningfulness, safety, and availability. Kahn (1990) defined psychological safety in
relation to comfort in expressing one’s true self without fear of retribution. The research
also revealed when employees experienced clarity of what was expected at work and
knew the possible and reliable ramifications of acting within and outside of work
boundaries, they experienced safety and could engage, whereas the opposite also held
that unclear, unreliable, or hostile circumstances led to lack of safety and engagement.
Further, Kahn (1990) noted four elements impacting psychological safety were (1)
interpersonal relationships in which individuals experienced an environment of support
and trust; (2) group and intergroup dynamics in which ranking of individuals or groups
might be perceived as more or less powerful; (3) management style and process in which
the role of the manager was made clear; and (4) understood norms in which individuals
experienced more safety when they operated within the bounds of behavior considered
appropriate in the organization.
Kahn’s (1990) work about creating a psychologically safe environment for
employees benefited organizations because individuals would be, “able to show and
employ one’s self without fear of negative consequences to self-image, status, or career”
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(p. 708). Several studies indicated this lack of fear positively contributed to employee
engagement (Silva de Carvalho Chinelato et al., 2020; Walters & Diab, 2016). Thus,
Kahn’s contribution to the literature was significant in that, prior to the 1990 study, the
research on employee experiences at work neglected to focus on the psychological
condition of the employee (Mat et al., 2019).
Edmondson. Edmondson (1999) researched the impact of psychological safety
on team effectiveness, the team’s propensity to take risks, the ability to learn, and work
outcomes. She characterized psychological safety as comfort taking risks within one’s
team. Edmondson (1999) explored learning in organizational teams and captured it as
“an ongoing process of reflection and action, characterized by asking questions, seeking
feedback, experimenting, reflecting on results, and discussing errors or unexpected
outcomes of actions” (p. 353).
To achieve positive team outcomes, psychological safety must be present
(Greenbaum et al., 2019; B. Kim et al., 2020). Frazier et al. (2017) noted that although
Edgar and Schein (1965) and Kahn’s (1990) studies primarily focused on the individual
and Edmonson’s (1999) research primarily focused on the team, the studies succeeded in
supporting the same psychological safety theory. Despite the primary focus on
psychological safety and the team, Edmondson (1999) observed the link of individuals
and teams, finding teams can offer or build psychological safety among employees. In
addition to the most widely agreed upon definition of psychological safety, another
notable outcome of Edmondson’s (1999) research, was the most widely used 7-point
measurement scale for the construct of psychological safety (Edmondson & Lei, 2014;
Newman et al., 2017).
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Psychological Safety Measurement Scales
Although one-off measurement scales were utilized to measure psychological
safety, the majority either utilized Edmondson’s (1999) well-validated 7-point scale or
some derivative of the scale (Frazier et al., 2017; Newman et al., 2017).
Edmondson’s psychological safety scale. Edmondson’s 1999 measurement
scale contained seven items and utilized a 7-point Likert-type scale from strongly
disagree to strongly agree. This scale was created to measure team psychological safety
utilizing information drawn from qualitative interviews the researcher conducted in an
early phase of a study on effectiveness of team learning. Newman et al. (2017) described
Edmondson’s scale as capturing team perceptions related to mutual comfort, respect, and
acceptance withing the team. They found Edmondson’s scale was adapted and utilized in
research to study psychological safety at the individual and organizational levels.
Newman et al. (2017) noted that although some researchers created their own one-off
scale for a study, most were based off of Edmondson’s work.
Benefits of Psychological Safety
Multiple benefits emerged related to the construct of psychological safety.
O’Donovan et al. (2020) explained psychological safety related to communication, team
dynamics, and collaboration. Psychological safety was positively associated with higher
levels of organizational commitment, improved team learning, greater diversity and
inclusion, enhanced employee creativity, more effective communication, greater
employee engagement, and improved team and organizational processes and performance
(Edmondson, 1999; Gu, Wang, & Wang, 2013; Kahn, 1990; B. Kim, 2020; O’Donovan
& McAuliffe, 2020; Wang et al., 2018). Furthermore, psychological safety was linked to
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organizational competitive advantage (Edmondson & Lei, 2014; Frazier et al., 2017).
Newman et al. (2017) reported psychological safety was foundationally related to
positive outcomes, including increased engagement, innovation, communication, and
productivity. The authors also noted psychological safety was a benefit to the individual
employee, teams within an organization, and the organization overall.
Individual benefits of psychological safety. Consistent themes related to
psychological safety and benefits to the individual employee included: increased
willingness to engage at work, improved relationships with co-workers, improved
employee voice, more risks, and heighted levels of creativity (Ge, 2020; Hernandez &
Guarana, 2018; Kahn, 1990; Newman et al., 2017; Wang, Liu, & Zhu, 2018). Newman
et al. (2017) found psychological safety mediated the extent to which workers interacted
with each other and noted both engagement and learning were impacted as a result of
fulfilling co-worker relationships.
Several studies described the impact psychological safety had on the voice of the
employee or the employee’s willingness to speak up (Ge, 2020; Kish-Gephert et al.,
2009; Silva de Carvalho Chinelato et al., 2020). Edmondson and Lei (2014) explained
despite the known advantages of an employee voicing ideas and questioning existing
organizational practices, studies concluded that employees frequently had not felt safe
enough to do so in the workplace. In his seminal work on employee engagement, Kahn
(1990) stated suppression of voices was the direct result of a lack of psychological safety.
The literature reveled individuals were more likely to take risks when
psychological safety was achieved (Edmondson & Lei, 2014, Newman et al., 2017).
Maximo, Stander, and Coxen (2019) indicated psychological safety involved an
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employee’s perception of the risks and potential costs of such risks based on the
anticipated response of others in a given situation. Frazier et al. (2017) stated
psychological safety was a lack of repercussions for taking personal risks. Furthermore,
Newman et al. (2017) emphasized that as the workplace increasingly required greater
levels of expertise and became more multifaceted, the ability to take interpersonal risks
and collaborate with other team members became more urgent.
Team benefits of psychological safety. In addition to benefits to the individual,
significant benefits of psychological safety to teams were presented. Edmondson (1999)
first observed the impact of psychological safety on team performance in her research on
team learning. Recurrent benefits of psychological safety to teams included favorable coworker norms, enhanced team learning, greater creativity, and improved team
performance (Edmondson, 1999; Greenbaum et al., 2019; Newman et al., 2017; Walters
& Diab, 2016). Nellen, Gijselaers, and Grohnert (2020) focused on psychological safety
and other factors that impacted team learning, finding organizations should value and
foster team learning in relation to personal performance and creativity.
Edmondson and Lei (2014) supported that strong psychological safety was
foundational to team learning but also argued the construct is critical to creative thinking,
risk taking, and implementing change within organizations. Several studies supported the
impact of psychological safety on risk taking and creativity (Gu et al., 2013; Newman et
al., 2017; Wang et al, 2018). Greenbaum et al. (2020) noted groups with a mentality
focused too significantly on end results often ignored psychological safety, thus limiting
employees from making innovative suggestions and taking risks. Edmonson and Lei
(2014) noted psychological safety impacted a group’s likelihood of thinking differently,
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taking risks, and reaching creativity, and Wang et al., (2018) noted increased creativity
and engagement when working within a psychologically safe environment.
Several studies in the literature referenced Project Aristotle, the multi-year
internal research conducted by Google, which sought to determine the elements of a
successful team. The research concluded psychological safety, as defined in the
academic literature, was a predominate factor (Duhigg, 2016). Duhigg (2016) pointed to
Edmondson’s work and determined psychological safety was the top contributor to the
success of its highest performing innovative teams. Duhigg found psychological safety
was the most important aspect for team success. Furthermore, Nellen et al. (2020)
concluded psychological safety among teams was shaped by the organizational culture
and it was a manager’s responsibility to foster such conditions.
Organization benefits of psychological safety. Although the literature revealed
clear benefits regarding the impact of psychological safety to the individual and team, the
literature was less conclusive on the benefits of psychological safety to the organization.
Simply stated, the literature lacked research focused on aggregating psychological safety
at the organizational level. Some studies revealed the beneficial impact psychological
safety had on the organization, specifically organizational performance and competitive
advantage (Frazier et al., 2017; Mat et al., 2019; Newman et al., 2017). In addition,
research revealed a positive impact of psychological safety to organizational commitment
(Newman et al., 2017). Yet despite these findings, Newman et al. (2017) articulated the
challenges and complexities associated with determining the benefits of psychological
safety on the organization, finding some studies aggregated psychological safety to the
organizational level, which may not be appropriate with staff working in different teams.
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One clear factor regarding the creation of a psychologically safe environment
within the organization was the role of the leader (Hernandez & Guarana, 2018; Maximo
et al., 2019; Nienaber & Martin, 2020). In 2014, Edmondson and Lei underscored an
imperative for leaders to create a culture of psychological safety. Newman et al. (2017)
stated the importance of leaders understanding the benefits of and factors to create
psychological safety among employees. Furthermore, Kahn (1990) and Maximo et al.
(2019) found a strong, reinforcing management environment provided clarity and
increased psychological safety. These studies highlighted the important role leaders have
in creating psychologically safe environments.
Regardless of the inability to unravel the individual, team, and organizational
impact, benefits associated with high levels of psychological safety for the organization
were clear (Mat et al., 2019; Nellen et al., 2020; O’Donovan & McAuliffe, 2020).
Several studies found organizational performance outcomes related to high levels of
psychological safety, such as goal attainment, knowledge sharing, innovation,
engagement, and implementation of organizational strategy (Edmonson & Lei, 2014;
Newman et al., 2017; Nienaber & Martins, 2020). Frazier et al. (2017) stated, “Whether
it is performance gains, increased learning, engagement, information sharing, or
improved satisfaction and commitment, we demonstrate that psychological safety impacts
important organizational outcomes” (p. 148).
One such outcome with consensus was the impact of psychological safety on an
organization’s competitive advantage. Frazier et al. (2017) stated psychological safety
was important for maintaining a competitive edge. Mat et al. (2019) agreed and stated
psychological safety was desirable in organizations to ensure employees could contribute
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creatively and safely, factors resulting in stronger competitive advantages. Furthermore,
since psychological safety was linked to employee engagement and engagement was
linked to competitive advantage, a relationship existed between employee engagement,
psychological safety, and competitive advantage (Kahn, 1990).
The literature supported that psychological safety was linked to organizational
commitment (Frazier et al., 2017; Hernandez & Guarana, 2018; Newman et al., 2017).
Newman et al. (2017) suggested a supportive organizational culture correlated with
employee outcomes, including commitment, job performance, and psychological safety.
Nevertheless, as the literature had widespread agreement on the benefits of psychological
safety on the individual, team, and organizational results, the consequences associated
with environments that lack psychological safety were apparent.
Consequences of Lack of Psychological Safety
Since Schein and Bennis (1965) first introduced the concept of psychological
safety, the literature suggested lack of psychological safety resulted in consequences such
as reduced confidence in the ability to go through change, reduced employee
engagement, reduced social risk-taking, harmful employee silence, and decreased
performance (Edmondson, 1999; Frazier et al., 2017; Kahn, 1990; Newman et al., 2017).
Consequences of a lack of psychological safety are described next.
Consequences of lack of individual psychological safety. In his study on
personal employee engagement and disengagement, Kahn (1990) suggested engaged
employees experience greater psychological safety and disengagement was a
consequence of a lack of psychological safety. Multiple studies demonstrated the
consequences of a lack of psychological safety on an employee’s engagement (Mat et al.,
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2019; May et al., 2004; Walters & Diab, 2016). To this end employee burnout was noted
as a consequence of limited engagement at the individual level, as were reduced task
performance and little sharing of ideas and information (Frazier et al., 2017; Knight et al.,
2017). Further, a lack of psychological safety had a negative impact on individual voice,
willingness to take risks, creativity, problem-solving, and performance (Edmondson,
1999; Gu et al., 2013; Kahn, 1990; Maximo et al., 2019; Wang et al., 2018).
Consequences of lack of team psychological safety. Edmondson (1999) first
studied team learning behavior and psychological safety, finding without psychological
safety, team members were less likely to take social risks, which impacted team learning
and desired behaviors such as requesting input and assistance, sharing knowledge, and a
willingness to reveal mistakes and try new ideas. Further, a lack of psychological safety
at the team level negatively impacted team effectiveness, creativity, vulnerability,
collaboration, and team performance (Edmondson & Lei, 2014; Greenbaum et al., 2019;
Kim et al., 2020; Newman et al., 2017). Outside of these five studies, the bulk of
literature focused on the benefits of psychological safety on the team instead of the
consequences of a lack of psychological safety. Although some argue the consequences
are the converse of the benefits, the literature does not clearly draw this conclusion. This
leaves a gap in the literature and an opportunity for future study.
Consequences of lack of organization psychological safety. Although Newman
et al. (2017) stated psychological safety was challenging to quantify at the organizational
level, Edmondson and Lei (2014) noted psychological safety was needed for employees
to share ideas and ask questions. Other studies noted the important role the leader played
to mitigate negative consequences of a lack of psychological safety on the organization,
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but did not elaborate on the consequences (Frazier et al., 2017; Xie et al., 2016). Some
studies found a lack of psychological safety had a negative impact on organizational
commitment, competitive advantage, political perception of the organization, and
organizational performance (Frazier et al., 2017; B. Kim, 2020; Mat et al., 2019; Silva de
Carvalho Chinelato et al., 2020). Edmondson and Lei (2014) found organizational
behaviors could be negatively impacted by a lack of psychological safety and indicated
such behaviors included more challenges, a greater preoccupation with failure, and lack
of clear management.
Psychological Safety and the Sales Professional
Limited studies linked psychological safety specifically to the sales professional.
A study conducted by Jiang and Gu (2016) explored the link between sales professional
creativity, abusive supervisory behaviors, and psychological safety; they found
psychological safety and creativity decreased when supervisors were viewed as abusive.
Harvey, Johnson, Roloff, and Edmondson (2019) studied 58 inter-reliant sales teams and
stated under certain conditions, a relationship existed between team learning and
psychological safety. Furthermore, B. Kim et al. (2020) studied 104 sales and service
teams and determined psychological safety was linked to increased performance.
Psychological Safety and Employee Engagement
A link was found between psychological safety and employee engagement
(Edmondson & Lei, 2014; Ge, 2020; Wang et al., 2018). Kahn (1990) first noted the link
between psychological safety and employee engagement, noting psychological safety was
related to predictable systems and collegial interactions. May et al. (2004) validated
Kahn’s findings related to psychological safety and worker engagement, and specifically
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focused on factors of co-worker norms and relationships with both supervisors and
workplace associates. Additionally, Frazier et al. (2017) highlighted the impact
psychological safety had on employee engagement was important because engagement
had a positive impact on employee performance and organizational outcomes.
Edmondson and Lei (2014) elaborated on the link between engagement,
psychological safety, and organizational results, noting those who experienced
psychological safety were more likely to take risks, offer innovations, and diverge from
the status quo. Walters and Diab (2016) stated psychological safety facilitated the
relationship between leadership humility and employee engagement and Ge (2020) noted
the link between psychological safety, employee engagement, and voice. The literature
highlighted a need for broader and ongoing research related to psychological safety and
employee engagement (Mat et al., 2019; Silva de Carvalho Chinelato et al., 2020;
Walters & Diab, 2016).
Theoretical Framework
Toward the end of the 20th century, research on the brain (the field of
neuroscience) began to cross disciplines with other fields such as cognitive and social
psychology. This resulted in the creation of the interdisciplinary field of social cognitive
neuroscience (Lafferty & Alford, 2010). According to Lieberman (2012), social
cognitive neuroscience emerged in a substantive way in the mid-1980s with the
publication of Gazzaniga’s The Social Brain, followed by the advent of the functional
resonance imaging machine (fMRI) in the early 1990s. The introduction of the fMRI and
social cognitive neuroscience impacted the fields of industrial psychology and
organizational leadership (Lafferty & Alford, 2010; McDonald & Tang, 2014;), both of
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which produced academic research on the constructs of employee engagement and
psychological safety (Silva de Carvalho Chinelato et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020).
The advent of the fMRI in the early 1990s allowed scientists to observe what
happens in the brain at the time of an occurrence (Lafferty & Alford, 2010; Lieberman,
2012; Tabibnia & Liberman, 2007). For instance, in research where a participant
experienced a social threat to the brain, such as social rejection, scientists utilized fMRI
technology and observed the brain reacted to the social threat in the same way it reacted
to a physical injury (Eisenberger, 2012; Lafferty & Alford, 2010). Eisenberger (2012)
concluded social pain stemming from exclusion affected the brain in the same way as
physical pain. Another study found when the pain reliever acetaminophen was
administered to patients experiencing social pain, the brain responded with less neural
activity associated with pain (DeWall & Bushman, 2011). This phenomenon opened new
doors to potentially understand how social cognitive neuroscience impacted employee
psychological safety. At the forefront of this research is the Academy of Brain-based
Leadership (ABL).
Academy of Brain-based Leadership
Researchers at ABL developed the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ framework and put forth the
resulting domains as a brain-based approach to psychological safety (Radecki et al.,
2018). In their 2018 book, Radecki et al. (2018) stated, “S.A.F.E.T.Y. ™ is a framework
that describes some of the important social factors that can trigger the powerful threat
response in our brain and cause us to feel psychologically unsafe” (p. 52). The letters in
the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ framework are an acronym for the psychological safety domains of
security, autonomy, fairness, esteem, trust, and you. The authors noted the sixth domain
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of you indicated all individuals were unique in their need levels of each domain given
their personal experiences, type of personality, and other complex factors. Furthermore,
Radecki et al. (2018) discussed the importance of brain-based psychological safety and
how social cognitive neuroscience was exploring brain functioning during interpersonal
interactions.
Brain function. Radecki et al. (2018) explained prior to understanding the
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ domains, it was beneficial to first understand how the brain protects and
sabotages people. They noted the human brain is subjected to millions of pieces of
information per second and most brain activity happens automatically and unconsciously;
otherwise, without such efficiency, the brain would be unable to function amid such an
information barrage. Grey and Cox (2016) found when it comes to the brain and safety,
this automatic categorization, known as cognitive bias, may inhibit an inclusive and safe
social environment. Fortunately, the human brain is capable of a phenomenon known as
metacognition, the ability to think about one’s own thoughts, which occurs in the
prefrontal cortex (PFC) and plays a part in the ability for the human brain to emotionally
regulate (McDonald & Tang, 2014). A further understanding of how the human brain
functions related to the PFC, ventrolateral prefrontal cortex (vPFC), and amygdala reveal
how and why the brain experiences threat and how it functions to create brain safety.
PFC. Radecki et al. (2018) noted the PFC is the higher-level part of the brain
allowing individuals to process information logically, consciously, and thoughtfully
whereas the lower level of the brain, the amygdala, operates below consciousness and
reacts in an autopilot way to threat. Lafferty and Alford (2010) shared an example of the
PFC in action was an individual learning to type. Each action, such as determining which
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key to strike, requires significant brain attention, as opposed to when such key striking
activities become engrained and moved out of the PFC and into a part of the brain called
the basil ganglia, where automatic habits resided. Radecki et al. (2018) shared that with
too much usage in a short amount of time, the PFC experiences fatigue and processes
slower until it is less effective. Further, Arnsten (2009) explained the PFC becomes
easily taxed by negative occurrences such as too much stress.
VPFC. Radecki et al. (2018) explained the vPFC, often called the braking system
of the brain, is a region of the PFC allowing the ability to exercise thoughtful restraint
when feeling threatened. Although the functioning and activation of the vPFC in the
human brain is highly complex in nature, it is at the core of regulating emotions and
interacting with other regions of the brain (Hu, 2020).
Amygdala. Muscatell and Eisenberger (2012) described the amygdala as “the
most well-known structure within the neural threat processing system” (p. 892).
Wheeler, Arnkoff, and Glass (2017) found when the brain sensed a threat, the amygdala
was automatically activated and other regions of the brain such as the PFC must be
consciously activated to regulate emotional responses. Radecki et al. (2018) explained
the higher brain was responsible for controlling and limiting the threat response generated
in the amygdala. Stress was shown to have a dramatic and unhealthy impact on brain
functioning, decreasing the functioning of the executive, thinking brain, and increasing
the functioning of the amygdala, or reactionary part of the brain, in some cases even
resulting in an increased physical size of the amygdala (Arnsten, 2009).
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S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Framework
Based on this knowledge of threat response in the brain, researchers at the ABL
developed the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ framework, consisting of the six domains of security,
autonomy, fairness, esteem, trust, and you. Their research was based on the brain’s need
for safety. The sixth domain of “Y” is not measured in the scale but serves as an
indicator in the framework that each individual brain is distinct. In developing the
framework, Radecki et al. (2018) related the brain to a machine designed to identify
patterns based on experiences and then use those patterns to develop appropriate
reactions intended to protect people from future harm. The S.A.F.E.T.Y. domains are
described in detail in the next sections.
Security. The brain’s need for security is grounded in needing to know what to
expect and how to maintain a comfortable level of predictability with reduced potential
for threat (Tabibnia & Radecki, 2018). Radecki et al. (2018) noted when an environment
was predictable, the brain could feel at ease, reduce logical thinking, and limit use of the
PFC. They explained the brain creates maps of experiences and when confronted with
new information, the brain attempts to connect this new information with existing maps.
If the new information can be properly identified to a pre-existing map, it is deemed safe
and the brain is satisfied; however, if the new information cannot be connected to an
existing map, it is processed as a threat (Radecki et al., 2018).
Autonomy. The brain’s need for autonomy was described by Radecki et al.
(2018) as the need for perceived control over stress triggers. Arnsten (2009) shared even
perceived lack of control caused stress and inhibited function of the PFC. As an example
of the effects of autonomy on hospital patients, Radecki et al. (2018) described studies in
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which patients with control over their pain medication used approximately half the
amount compared to when control was maintained by the healthcare providers.
Fairness. Several studies noted the brain’s need to experience fairness. Radecki
et al. (2018) found the brain easily detected unfairness, which resulted in a suppression of
rational thinking. The part of the brain responsible for processing unfairness is the insula,
the same part of the brain activated when something bitter was tasted, resulting in
aversion to the experience. In contrast, a situation perceived as fair resulted in the
chemical dopamine being released in the brain causing a pleasurable experience (Radecki
et al., 2018). Tabibnia and Lieberman (2017) stated,
Given that fairness and cooperation lead to increased activity in brain
areas associated with reward and positive reinforcement learning, it is
conceivable that a work environment imbued with camaraderie and
fairness would motivate and mobilize employees to continue the hard
work that has been so rewarded. (p. 98)
Esteem. Radecki et al. (2018) noted the reward center of the brain was activated
when an individual regarded themselves favorably, and likewise, when others regarded
them favorably. Conversely social pain, such as rejection, activated the same brain areas
as physical pain. Beer (2014) reviewed the phenomena of exaggerated positivity, the
tendency for individuals to evaluate themselves in a positive light, and revealed this was
not always negative but could sometimes produce negative consequences such as lack of
realistic insight about oneself. In one study, participants were asked to play a computersimulated game of catch with two other people and agreed to brain monitoring during the
study; however, unbeknownst to the live participant the other two people in the game
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were a computer program designed to gradually throw the ball to the live participant less
and less frequently (Eisenberger, 2012). In this computer-generated study, researchers
observed that as the participant became excluded, the same region in the brain associated
with physical pain showed higher neural activity (Eisenberger, 2012).
Trust. Radecki et al. (2018) found the brain assumed external stimuli were a
threat until proven otherwise. Rock (2012) revealed the human brain had a naturally
occurring threat response to strangers and in a concept known as the in-group/out-group,
responded more favorably to others associated as similar to itself. Zak (2017) revealed
outcomes where participants sent a set amount of money they personally selected to a
stranger with the understanding that, in doing so, the amount of money would triple.
However the stranger, also a participant in the study, may choose to either share the
tripled money with the sender or may alternatively choose to keep the entirety of the
tripled money for themselves. Findings revealed oxytocin, a chemical produced in the
brain, rose higher with greater amounts of money they agreed to trust the recipient with
and this in turn positively correlated with how likely the participant receiving the money
was to share the money with the sender. Zak (2107) concluded oxytocin reduced fears
related to trusting strangers.
You. When describing how different dynamics influence the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™
domains for each person uniquely, the Y in the framework, Radecki et al. (2108) noted
the variance in factors such as personality types, genetics, social structures, personal
experiences, cultural beliefs and values, and tolerance for stress. Under the
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ framework, the You domain is not measured, but simply used to
underscore the uniqueness of each individual.

63

Academy of Brain-based Leadership’s Measurement Scales
ABL created two brain-based psychological safety measurement tools. The
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment was created as a self-assessment to measure an individual’s
psychological safety needs. The S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse survey was created to measure the
psychological safety of an individual in the current state of work.
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment. ABL’s S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment was the first
known assessment to measure aspects of psychological safety from a neuroscience
perspective. ABL (2019) stated, “brain-based education, training and assessments are
designed to create awareness of self and of others in order to enhance collaboration,
productivity, performance, innovation, happiness and health” (p. 2). The assessment
contains 50 items designed to address each of the framework’s first five domains denoted
by the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ acronym of security, autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust. The
assessment includes 10 statements per domain with items rated on a 0-10 scale of
strongly disagree to strongly agree. The report generated after taking the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™
assessment helps them understand triggers, threats, perceptions, frustrations, and
interactions with others (ABL, 2019).
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey. ABL’s S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey contains
five items and was designed to address each of the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ framework’s first five
domains (security, autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust) on a 10-point scale from
strongly disagree to strongly agree. The S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey assesses the
individuals’ current level of psychological safety experienced in their work environment
at the time the survey was administered.
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Conclusions
The research suggested employee engagement impacts the individual employee,
team, and organizational results (Busse & Regenberg, 2019; Mat, et al., 2019; Walters &
Diab, 2016). The research further supported that psychological safety impacts employee
engagement (Hernandez & Guarana, 2018; Mat et al., 2019; Newman et al., 2017). Less
clear was the relationship between employee engagement, psychological safety, and the
sales professional. Although some studies indicated an impact of employee engagement
on the sales professional (Medhurst & Albrecht, 2016; Meintjes & Hofmeyr, 2018), and
some studies began to explore the link between psychological safety and the sales
professional (Gu, 2015; Harvey et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2020), no research could be
found exploring employee engagement, psychological safety, and the sales professional.
Given advances in the field of social cognitive neuroscience linked to leadership
development, the research conducted by ABL presented an opportunity to expand the
research and measurement scales used at the intersection of social cognitive neuroscience
and psychological safety. Furthermore, given the importance of the sales professional in
an increasingly competitive, global environment, this study sought to fill the gap in the
research by exploring employee engagement, psychological safety, and the sales
professional.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
This quantitative, correlational study was designed to determine if a relationship
exists between employee engagement, as measured by the Utrecht Work Engagement
Scale (UWES), and the Academy of Brain-based Leadership’s (ABL) five psychological
safety domains of security, autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust, as measured by the
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment and the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey. The population for
this study was high-performing sales professionals. This chapter describes the purpose of
the study, research questions, research design, population, and study sample. The
instruments used in the study are also described along with the reliability and validity of
the instruments. This chapter also describes how data were collected and analyzed, and
provides study limitations.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this correlational study was to determine they relationship
between employee engagement and psychological safety as measured by the Utrecht
Work Engagement Scale (UWES) and the Academy of Brain-based Leadership’s
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment and Pulse Survey domains of security, autonomy, fairness,
esteem, and trust.
Research Questions
Five primary research questions guided this study:
1. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
security?
2. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
autonomy?
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3. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
fairness?
4. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
esteem?
5. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
trust?
Research Design
A quantitative, nonexperimental, correlational research design was used for this
study. A quantitative research design provides a straightforward way to analyze collected
data (Patten, 2014). According to Creswell (2003), quantitative research studies use
numerical data and statistical techniques to generalize findings to a larger population. In
addition, a correlational study is a nonexperimental method to determine if there is a
relationship between variables (Patten & Newhart, 2018). McMillan and Schumacher
(2010) stated, “Correlational research is concerned with assessing relationships between
two or more phenomena” (p. 22).
A quantitative, correlational design was deemed appropriate for this study
because this research sought to determine if a relationship existed between employee
engagement and the five-domains of psychological safety (security, autonomy, fairness,
esteem, and trust). Further, a correlational design was selected because generating to a
larger population was desired. In addition, all three assessments selected for data
collection rely on bidirectional, numerical scales lending to a quantitative methodology
and a correlational design.
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Population
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) defined a population as, “a group of elements
or cases, whether individuals, objects, or events, that conform to specific criteria and to
which we intend to generalize the results of the research” (p. 129). The population for
this study consisted of employees categorized as Sales and Related Occupations as
defined in the “Occupational Employment and Wage Statistics” data provided by the U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics (2020), which is the primary source used to classify employees
in the U.S. Identified by the numerical number 41-0000, this classification consists of 22
occupation codes for an estimated employee population of 13,120,320 (Figure 8). As
such, the study population was estimated to be 13,120,320 U.S. sales workers.

Figure 8. Occupation Code Breakdown of Sales and Related Occupations: Major Group
code 41-000. Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2020).
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Target Population
Creswell (2003) defined a target population, also referred to as the sampling
frame, as “a group of individuals (or a group of organizations) with some common
defining characteristic that the researcher can identify and study” (p. 142). A target
population is the entire set of individuals chosen from the overall population for which
the study data are to be used to make inferences. The target population defines the
population to which the findings are meant to be generalized. It is important target
populations are clearly identified for a research study (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
It is typically not feasible to study large groups due to time or cost constraints. Given the
large population for this study and the diversity of the 22 occupational codes defining the
population, a sampling frame was applied.
Several studies indicated the sale of services continues to increase in the current
competitive environment (Cuevas, 2018; Medhurst & Albrecht, 2016), so the population
was narrowed to “Sales Representatives of Services, Except Advertising, Financial
Services, Insurance and Travel” working in the state of California. This resulted in
123,230 employees (U.S. Bureau of Labor and Statistics, 2020). In the 2018-2019 Sales
Performance Report, Miller Heiman Group stated of sales professionals selling in the
United States, “Quota attainment has increased only slightly from 2017, moving from
53.0% to 54.3%” (p. 5). Therefore, the target population of this study was 66,914 highperforming salespeople working in California.
Sample
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) defined a sample as a “group of individuals
from whom data is collected, often representative of a specific population” (p. 490). To
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ensure the strongest study possible, the researcher consulted with an expert in research
and statistics to determine the sample size for the study. Starting with the target
population of 66,914 individuals, a confidence level of 95% was applied and a margin of
error of 11% was selected to reach a recommended sample size of 80 sales professionals.
Figure 9 shows the narrowing from the population to the sample and the following
section outlines the sampling procedures.
• Population: Estimated 13,120,320 U.S. sales professionals
categorized as "Sales and Related Occupations (Major Group)",
as defined by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2020) major
Population
group code 41-0000, consisting of 22 occupation codes
• Target Population: Estimated 66,914 high performing
California sales professionals categorized as "Sales
Representatives of Services, Except Advertising, Insurance,
Financial Services, and Travel", as defined by the U.S. Bureau of
Target
Labor Statistics (2020) occupation code 41-3091 for the state of
Population
California

Sample

• Sample: 80 California sales professionals categorized as
"Sales Representatives of Services, Except Advertising,
Insurance, Financial Services and Travel" occupation code 413091 with a confidence level of 95% and a margin of error of
11% selected through convenience sampling

Figure 9. Model representing the population to sample.
However, the research was unable to reach 80 participants within the given time
of the study and the final sample size was only 61. Thus, a determination was made as to
the final post hoc power level for this study. Based on a two-tailed test, an alpha level of
α = .05, a sample size of N = 61, and a moderate effect size (.30), the resulting power
level was .655.
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Sampling Procedures
The researcher utilized purposeful and convenience sampling to select
participants. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) stated, “In quantitative studies, the
emphasis is more on relying on the judgment of the researcher to select a sample that is
representative of the population or that includes subjects with needed characteristics” (p.
138). When referencing purposeful sampling, McMillan and Schumacher (2010) noted
the researcher makes an educated determination the subjects selected are the best to
address the study’s purpose. In this study, human resources and learning and
development experts known by the researcher were used to identify difficult-to-reach
participants who would be willing to complete the assessments.
The researcher works for one of the largest consulting and training firms in the
human resources and learning and development space, providing her with sizable access
to client organizations. As such, the researcher contracted human resources and learning
and development professionals from eight large client organizations and asked these
individuals to serve as sponsors for this study. All of these organizations operated in the
state of California and were primarily focused on selling services.
According to Lacoste (2018), the type of strategic sales professional needed for
today’s selling environment has considerable sales experience. To ensure seasoned sales
professionals were tapped for the study, the sample was delimited to:
•

Sales representatives in the “Services, Except Advertising, Financial Services,
Insurance and Travel” category

•

Individuals working in the state of California who held a sales role for a
minimum of five years
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Next, the sample was further delimited to sales professionals who achieved or
exceeded a minimum of two consecutive years annual sales quota. According to Morelli
and Braganza (2012), goal or quota setting for a salesforce is one of the most successful
practices used to effectively manage a sales force. Given the importance of sales quotas
to the success of a sales professional, the researcher determined quota obtainment was
another important criterion.
The human resource and learning and development sponsors were asked to
identify people in their organizations who met the study criteria and to forward the survey
along with a note of encouragement to participate. After the first week of data collection,
the sponsors were asked to send a reminder. The first 80 participants deemed to meet the
criteria and complete all three instruments were to be selected for the sample. Due to
time and resource constraints, 80 participants were not reached and the total number of
sales professionals who completed the survey was 61.
Instrumentation
According to Patten (2014), when selecting the type of instrument to collect data,
“quantitative researchers prefer those that produce data that can be easily reduced to
numbers, such as structured questionnaires…with objective formats, such as multiplechoice questions” (p. 19). Three instruments were used for this quantitative study: the
UWES, the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment, and the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey. The
UWES was chosen to measure employee engagement because it was the most common
employee engagement instrument utilized in academic research (Bailey et al., 2017). The
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment and S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey were chosen to measure
psychological safety. The S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment and S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse survey
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were selected to contribute to the literature on brain-based psychological safety, as recent
scientific developments are rapidly expanding what is known about the brain related to
elements of psychological safety (Radecki et al., 2018).
Utrecht Work Engagement Scale
The UWES, developed by Schaufeli and Bakker, was selected to measure levels
of employee engagement. The UWES is the most popular instrument used in research to
measure employee engagement (Kulikowski, 2017; Kwon & Park, 2019; Saks, 2019).
Three valid, reliable variations of the instrument exist, with either 17, 15, or 9 items. The
9-item instrument was chosen to avoid participant fatigue given two other instruments
would be deployed. The UWES measured three aspects of work engagement: vigor (3
items), dedication (3 items), and absorption (3 items). Each item was rated on a 5-point
Likert scale from very low to very high (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).
Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) summarized the findings of factorial validity, intercorrelations, cross-national invariance, internal stability, and stability. They documented
support for the validity and reliability of the UWES. The UWES takes approximately
five minutes to complete. The creators chose not to utilize the term work engagement in
the title of the instrument to prevent any preconceptions prior to completing the UWES,
instead naming the instrument for participant purposes the Work and Well Being Survey
(Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004).
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment
The S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment was chosen to measure study participants on the
five domains of security, autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust. The creators of the
survey said the Y in the acronym represents you and symbolizes the uniqueness,
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complexity, and variability of individuals (Radecki et al., 2018). As such, the Y is not a
measurable domain. The instrument consists of 50 items, 10 per measurable domain.
Individuals taking the assessment are asked to rate the 50 items based on personal
importance, using a scale of 0-10, with 0 = Strongly Disagree and 10 = Strongly Agree.
The average of items within each of the five domains provides a scale score, which are
rank ordered from the highest to lowest scoring domains.
The S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment is a validated tool created by ABL. The
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment was developed using an iterative process with multiple
revisions, along with expert consultations and a literature review, to assure validity
(Radecki et al., 2018). No information could be found on the reliability of the
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment, a study limitation addressed during field testing.
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey
The S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey is a second instrument created by ABL used in
this research. The S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey consists of five questions asking how
well each domain of security, autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust is being met in the
participant’s current work environment. The survey consists of five items, one for each
domain, rated on a scale of 0-10, with 0 = Strongly Disagree and 10 = Strongly Agree.
Although the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment was tested by ABL and found to be
valid, the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey has yet to be fully validated and no information
could be located on the validity or reliability of this instrument. This was an
acknowledged limitation of this study.
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Pilot Testing
Pilot testing was used to check the survey instrument prior to a full launch. Pilot
testing can help determine whether a study could fail by examining instruments and
procedures before being widely implemented (Patten, 2014). As part of this process, the
survey instruments were completed by five individuals who met the study criteria and
were asked to provide feedback on the survey to identify questions that may be too
complicated or hard to understand and if the time required to complete the instruments
was reasonable. For quality control purposes, the pilot test modeled the same procedures
as the study. Because the field test was a trial run of data collection, these efforts were
conducted after approval by the Institutional Research Board (IRB). Based on the pilot
test results, no changes were made to the instruments. The data pilot test were excluded
from the study data.
Data Collection
To answer the research questions, data were collected from three quantitative
instruments, the UWES, the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment, and the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse
Survey. The first steps to data collection began with the researcher completing a training
course on protecting researcher’s rights titled CITI program course Human Subjects
Research, Social-Behavioral-Educational-Researchers, 1-Basic (Appendix B). Following
approval from the IRB (Appendix C), based on a target population of 66,914, a
confidence level of 95%, and a margin of error of 11%, the researcher utilized purposeful
sampling methods with an intention of obtaining the minimum required sample size of
80. Due to limited time and resources, the survey was closed with a total of 61
participants due to the inability of the researcher to locate 80 participants despite
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extending the time the survey and obtaining IRB approval to recruit participants via
social media after the survey was open one month with limited survey completion.
Detailed data collection processes were used to minimize error variance. The following
sections detail the invitations to participate in the study, verification participants met
sampling criteria, ethical parameters, and survey details.
Participant Recruitment
The researcher utilized purposeful sampling to recruit research participants. The
researcher was employed with a training and consulting firm with access to multiple
client organizations with a California-based sales force who sold services in the identified
occupational code (41-3091). The researcher asked seven human resource and learning
and development professionals on her client list and one executive from professional
networking to serve as sponsors for the study, and as such to encourage their colleagues
who met the criteria to complete the survey instruments. Five of these organizations
were in the technology industry and three were in the professional services industry.
After one month of data collection, it became apparent reaching a substantial number of
participants would not be possible through sponsors only, so the researcher received IRB
approval to also seek participants through social media. The researcher then requested
study participation by posting requests on her personal LinkedIn, Facebook, and
Instagram accounts.
Data Collection Procedures
The following outlines the data collection procedures in enough detail to allow for
replication of the study if another researcher chooses to do so.

76

•

The researcher sent an email invitation (Appendix D) to human resource and
learning and development professionals personally known to the researcher
within eight client organizations. The request asked them to serve as study
sponsors and forward the email invitation to sales professionals within their
organization who met the sampling criteria. The email invitation consisted of
an introductory statement, explanation of the research, sampling criteria,
instructions, and a link to the survey on SurveyMonkey.

•

Interested participants were directed to a landing page on SurveyMonkey that
explained the study, sampling criteria, and electronic informed consent
(Appendix E), and provided the participant bill of rights (Appendix F). The
assessment portion of the survey did not open if participants did not meet the
sampling criteria or consent to participate. To self-certify and access the
assessment portion of the survey, two steps needed to occur:
o First, participants must click Agree on the consent form. If
participants answered Disagree, the survey closed.
o Second, once participants agreed, they were asked to answer eight
yes/no questions to ensure they met the sampling criteria. If any of the
eight questions were answered in a way that did not meet the sampling
criteria, the survey automatically closed.

•

Once participants completed the informed consent and sampling criteria
questions, they were invited to answer the 64 assessment questions comprised
of nine UWES employee engagement questions, 50 S.A.F.E.T.Y.™
Assessment psychological safety questions, and five S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse
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Survey psychological safety questions. The detailed scales for each
instrument were explained on the survey.
•

A week after surveys were distributed, the researcher asked the sponsors to
send a reminder email.

•

One month into the study, the researcher received IRB approval to also post
requests for study participants on social media accounts (Appendix H).

Incentives. Upon completion of the survey, participants were thanked for their
time and asked to check a box and provide an email address if they were interested in
receiving an infographic of the results following completion of the study and to be
entered into the drawing for a gift card incentive. The survey remained open for 12
weeks to obtain the minimum number of participants needed, at which time it was closed.
Selection Bias
The researcher took reasonable measures to mitigate bias in this study. According
to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), bias occurs in sampling when subjects are selected
“who have the point of view that is desired by the researcher” (p. 143). Furthermore,
Patten and Newhart (2018) explained selection bias should be mitigated because “if a
sample is biased, a researcher’s ability to generalize to a population is greatly limited” (p.
189). The researcher was aware of and mitigated potential bias by requesting
participation from a wide array of backgrounds, organizational sizes, and types, and
asking others to send out information about the survey so participants would extend
beyond the researcher’s network. This ensured some participants were unknown by the
researcher and participated in the research because they received an invitation from
individuals in the researcher’s network, further mitigating researcher bias. In addition,
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when processing the data, the only identifying information collected was the email
address and this information was firewalled from the data to ensure impartiality.
Data Protection and Control
An important aspect of research is maintaining the confidentiality of all
respondents. SurveyMonkey has built-in functionality to ensure confidentiality is
maintained. The SurveyMonkey account used to deploy the survey was password
protected and survey respondents were anonymous to the researcher via the technology
functionality. In addition, the survey was deployed using a single link for all participants.
Participants could voluntarily provide their email address to be entered into the raffle for
a $25 Amazon gift card and receive a copy of the study results, although all email
addresses were kept separate from survey responses to protect participant anonymity.
To protect the confidentiality of each participant with the aim of securing the
most honest responses possible, confidentiality was stressed to participants and language
was added to the survey about the incentive drawing reassuring participants the email
addresses would only be used for the purpose of the drawing and/or to send the
infographic. Once the data were downloaded, email addresses were separated from the
file. After the raffle for the gift card and distribution of the infographic, participant
contact information was destroyed. Three years after publication of the study, all other
data files were destroyed.
Data Analysis
Once the data were collected, they were downloaded into and analyzed using the
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). The data were scored according to
each instrument’s manual to calculate scale scores and overall means for each participant.
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Aggregate means were also calculated for the scales and each question on the
instruments. SPSS was chosen to conduct a Spearman correlational analysis. According
to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), “The Spearman rho indicates how much agreement
there is between the ranks of each variable” (p.475). The Spearman test was used to
examine the relationship between the three scales: employee engagement; each of the five
domains of security, autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust from the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™
Assessment; and the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey items.
A Spearman correlation coefficient results in a statistic that falls between -1 and
+1 (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). A negative number indicates a negative or indirect
relationship, indicating that as one variable gets higher, the other variable gets lower. A
positive number indicates that as one variable gets higher, the second variable also gets
higher. The closer the coefficient is to 1 or -1, the stronger the relationship. For
example, a coefficient between 0 and .25 indicates no relationship and suggests results
are random. A coefficient of .50 indicates a moderate relationship and a coefficient of
.75 and above indicates a strong relationship.
Limitations
According to Roberts (2010), limitations are elements of the study outside of the
influence or control of the researcher that may negatively affect the findings or
generalizability of the study. Several limitations of this study were based on the study
delimitations. The first limitation identified was the inability to generalize the data to
sales professionals of a greater population as sales professionals in this study were those
categorized by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational and Wage Statistics
(2020), Occupation Code 41-0391 “Sales Representatives of Services, Except
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Advertising, Insurance, Financial Services and Travel” working in the state of California.
Additionally, individuals in this study were delimited to high-performing sales
professionals with a minimum of five years of experience in a sales role and who
achieved or exceeded annual sales quota a minimum of two consecutive years. This
limited the generalizability of study results to a broader sales professional population.
A second limitation of this study was the self-report nature of the data, as it
assumed subjects responded authentically as opposed to what they thought may be
expected of them or what they perceived as correct responses. A third limitation was the
fact this study was conducted during the circumstances regarding the COVID-19 worldwide pandemic. Given employee layoffs, work at home mandates, closure of major
institutions (e.g., churches, schools, malls, recreational areas), and face-mask
requirements, participants may have scored their levels of employee engagement and/or
psychological safety higher or lower than they would have under circumstances prior to
the COVID-19 pandemic. A fourth limitation, also related to COVID-19, was the
pandemic resulted in a higher level of stress and disruption for the majority of employees,
which may have prevented sales professionals from meeting sales targets and thus
participating in the study.
A fifth limitation of this study was that it was conducted during a period of
significant social uprising related to the death of George Floyd in the United States.
Nationwide protests, civil unrest, rioting, polarized opinions, and polarized political
positions, along with a heightened awareness of organizational policies regarding
diversity and inclusion, created circumstances that could have skewed responses in selfreported employee engagement and/or psychological safety levels.
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A sixth limitation of this study was that although the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse
Survey was derived from the validated S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment, it was yet to be
independently validated. The results of this survey could be useful to the ABL creators
of the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey for assessment validation. Finally, 132 potential
participants began the online survey but only 61 completed it. This could be a result of
the pre-assessment questions designed to eliminate participants who did not meet the
study criteria or alternatively, could have been due to the length of time it takes to
complete all 64 questions. These factors may have resulted in a lower response rate and
is a potential limitation. A seventh limitation is that question 39 in the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™
Assessment, which was found to be statistically significant to employee engagement,
contained a double negative and may have resulted in confusion.
Summary
This study was conducted to examine if a correlational existed between employee
engagement, as measured by the UWES, and ABL’s five psychological safety domains of
security, autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust, as measured by the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™
Assessment and the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey. The study was conducted with highperforming sales professionals working in the state of California selling services other
than advertising, insurance, financial services, and travel. This chapter provided details
about the purpose and research questions guiding the study, the research design,
population, and sample, along with instrumentation, data collection, analysis, and study
limitations. Chapter IV presents the findings from the data analysis. Chapter V provides
a summary of findings, conclusions, implications for action, recommendations for future
research, and closing remarks.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
This quantitative, correlation study sought to explore the relationship between
employee engagement and psychological safety in high-performing sales professionals in
California. Chapter IV provides an overview of the purpose statement, research
questions, methodology, data collection procedures, population, sample, and
demographic data. Further, this chapter presents findings derived from the survey data
and concludes with a summary of the chapter.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this correlational study was to determine they relationship
between employee engagement and psychological safety as measured by the Utrecht
Work Engagement Scale (UWES) and the Academy of Brain-based Leadership’s
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment and Pulse Survey domains of security, autonomy, fairness,
esteem, and trust.
Research Questions
Five primary research questions guided this study:
1. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
security?
2. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
autonomy?
3. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
fairness?
4. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
esteem?
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5. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
trust?
Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
For this study, a quantitative, correlational methodology was used. The
researcher used purposeful sampling, identifying eight organizations and a sponsor from
the learning and development department within each organization to assist with reaching
potential participants. Each sponsor agreed to send the research survey link along with
survey instructions via email to internal sales professionals who met the study sample
criteria. The anonymous survey was hosted via SurveyMonkey and consisted of three
assessments: the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES), the Academy of Brain-based
Leadership’s (ABL) S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment, and the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey.
The first six survey questions required respondents to answer questions related to the
study criteria which, if answered contrary to the requirements of the study criteria, closed
the survey. The survey initially remained open for one month, during which all eight
organizational sponsors sent out emails to potential respondents who meet the study
criteria. When too few participants took the survey during the first month, the study was
extended and remained open an additional month. During this second month of data
collection, it became apparent purposeful sampling alone would not result in enough
study participants and, as such, the researcher received IRB approval to seek study
participants via social media. Upon IRB approval, a request for study participation with
the survey link was sent out multiple times on the researcher’s personal social media
accounts, including LinkedIn, Instagram, and Facebook. The survey closed after a total
of 12 weeks and data collection and ended with a total of 61 participants.
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Population
The population for this study consisted of “Sales and Related Occupations: Major
Group” as defined by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Major Group Code 41-0000,
with an estimated employee population of 13,120,320 (U.S. Bureau of Labor and
Statistics, 2020). The target population consisted of “Sales Representatives of Services,
Except Advertising, Financial Services, Insurance and Travel” as defined by the U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupation Code 41-0391, working in California, which
resulted in a population of 123,230 employees (U.S. Bureau of Labor and Statistics,
2020). Miller Heiman Group (2017) noted 54.3% of sales professionals met or exceeded
their quota; as such, the target population was extrapolated to be 66,914.
Sample
To determine the sample for this study, the 66,914 target population was used
along with a confidence level of 95% and 11% margin of error to reach a recommended
sample size of 80 high-performing sales professionals. However, after 12 weeks of data
collection this target was not reached as only 61 participants completed the survey. A
post hoc power analysis assuming a two-tailed test, α = .05, a sample size 61, and a
moderate effect size (.30), the resulting power level was .655 (Appendix L).
Presentation and Analysis of Data
Cronbach alpha reliability coefficients were calculated to determine the internal
reliability for each of the scales. Coefficients ranged from α = .59 to α = .92 with the
median sized alpha being α = .725 (Table 1). The usual standard for reliability
coefficients is α ≥ .70 (Taber, 2017). Two scale scores had reliability coefficients lower
than that (fairness, α = .59, and trust, α = .67), indicating unacceptably low levels of
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internal reliability. With that, a decision was made to use Spearman correlations rather
than Pearson correlations. An assumption for Pearson correlations is scales measured on
the interval level. If the Cronbach alpha is below .70, the scale is considered ordinal,
which suggests the use of Spearman correlations over Pearson correlations.
Table 1
Psychometric Characteristics for the Scale Scores
Scale
Employee Engagement
Security
Autonomy
Fairness
Esteem
Trust
Note. n = 61

Items
9
10
10
10
10
10

M
5.67
5.27
7.17
7.29
6.52
5.42

SD
.99
1.35
1.07
1.05
1.49
1.25

Min
2.56
3.00
4.40
5.00
2.80
3.20

Max
7.00
8.50
9.20
9.50
9.40
8.70

α
.92
.75
.70
.59
.79
.68

Research Question 1 asked, What relationship exists between employee
engagement and the domain of security? To answer this question, a Spearmen correlation
was used (Table 2). The results indicated employee engagement was not significantly
related to the security scale score (rs = -.21, p = .10). However, employee engagement
positively related to the security pulse survey item (rs = .43, p = .001).
Research Question 2 asked, What relationship exists between employee
engagement and the domain of autonomy? To answer this question, a Spearman
correlation was used (Table 2). The results indicated employee engagement was not
significantly related to the autonomy scale score (rs = .11, p = .39). However, employee
engagement positively related to the autonomy pulse survey item (rs = .39, p = .002).
Research Question 3 asked, What relationship exists between employee
engagement and the domain of fairness? To answer this question, a Spearman correlation
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was used (Table 2). The results indicated employee engagement was not significantly
related to the fairness scale score (rs = .06, p = .66). However, employee engagement
positively related to the fairness pulse survey item (rs = .41, p = .001).
Research Question 4 asked, What relationship exists between employee
engagement and the domain of esteem? To answer this question, a Spearman correlation
was used (Table 2). The results indicated employee engagement was not significantly
related to the esteem scale score (rs = .14, p = .27). However, employee engagement
positively related to the esteem pulse survey item (rs = .36, p = .005).
Research Question 5 asked, What relationship exists between employee
engagement and the domain of trust? To answer this question, a Spearman correlation
was used (Table 2). Specifically, results indicated employee engagement was negatively
related to the trust scale score (rs = -.26, p = .04) and positively related to the trust pulse
survey (rs = .50, p = .001).
Table 2
Spearman Correlations between Employee Engagement and Selected Variables
Variables
Security Scale
Security Pulse Survey
Autonomy Scale
Autonomy Pulse Survey
Fairness Scale
Fairness Pulse Survey
Esteem Scale
Esteem Pulse Survey
Trust Scale
Trust Pulse Survey
Note. n = 61; * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001
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r
-.21
.43***
.11
.39**
.06
.41***
.14
.36***
-.26*
.50***

Additional Findings
Table 3 displays the Spearman seven significant correlations between employee
engagement and these individual survey items. Overall, higher employee engagement
related to greater agreement with item 36, I hate to be told to do something (rs = .27, p =
.04). Higher employee engagement scores also related to lower levels of agreement for
six other items: 4, 29, 39, 41, 42, and 47.
Table 3
Significant Correlations for Individual Survey Items
Survey Item
4. I dislike looking for new ways of doing things
29. I don’t tent to socialize with people who have different
backgrounds, perspectives, or beliefs too dissimilar from my
own
36. I hate to be told how to do something
39. If I work harder than other people, I deserve more of the
award
41. It’s important others see me as better off than they are in life
42. I dislike change
47. I do not like to take risks
Note. n = 61; * p < .05, ** p < .01

Domain
Security
Trust

r
-.28*
-.30*

Autonomy
Fairness

.27*
-.34**

Esteem
Security
Security

-.26*
-.31*
-.26*

Summary
In summary, this study used survey data from 61 respondents to determine the
relationship between employee engagement and psychological safety as measured by the
UWES and ABL’s S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment and Pulse Survey domains of security,
autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust. The results from the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment
scale and UWES indicated four of the five scale scores (security, autonomy, fairness, and
esteem) were not correlated to employee engagement. However, the trust scale from the
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment was negatively related to employee engagement.
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Additionally, study results indicated all five S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey items of
security, autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust positively correlated with employee
engagement. In Chapter V, these findings are compared to the literature, conclusions are
drawn, and a series of recommendations for future research are suggested.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The purpose of this correlational study was to determine what relationship, if any,
existed between employee engagement and psychological safety as measured by the
Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES) and the Academy of Brain-based Leadership’s
(ABL) S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment and Pulse Survey domains of security, autonomy,
fairness, esteem, and trust. The five research questions guiding this study were:
1. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
security?
2. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
autonomy?
3. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
fairness?
4. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
esteem?
5. What relationship exists between employee engagement and the domain of
trust?
Population and Sample
The population for this study consisted of sales professionals in the “Sales and
Related Occupations: Major Group” category as defined by the U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics Major Group Code 41-0000, with an estimated employee population of
13,120,320 (U.S. Bureau of Labor and Statistics, 2020). The target population for this
study consisted of high-performing sales professionals working in California in the
“Sales Representatives of Services, Except Advertising, Financial Services, Insurance
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and Travel” category, as defined by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Occupation Code
41-0391 (U.S. Bureau of Labor and Statistics, 2020). The estimated target population
was 66,914 employees. To determine the sample for this study, a base of 66,914 was
used with a confidence level of 95% and 11% margin of error to reach a recommended
sample size of 80 high-performing sales professionals. However, the final sample
consistent of 61 participants due to time and resources constraints.
Major Findings
Major findings from this study were derived from the statistically significant
relationships between certain research variables related employee engagement and
psychological safety. To determine statistical significance, the p value, also known as the
level of probability, becomes more significant the lower the number. McMillan and
Schumacher (2010) stated, “If the p value is the same or less than .05, then the null is
rejected and the statement is made that there is a statistically significant difference” (p.
299). Therefore, any correlation with a p-value of .05 or less is statistically significant.
This study resulted in multiple statistically significant findings related to the
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment and Pulse Survey and the UWES. A positive statistically
significant relationship existed between all five of the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey items
(security, autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust) and employee engagement from the
UWES. Among the five S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment scale domains, security, autonomy,
fairness, and esteem were not related to employee engagement, whereas the domain of
trust showed a negative relationship with employee engagement. Additionally, seven
questions from the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment scale were related to employee
engagement. For the research findings, scale score referred to the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™
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Assessment scale consisting of 50 questions, pulse survey referred to the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™
Pulse Survey consisting of five questions and employee engagement referred to the
UWES consisting of nine questions. Following are the study’s major findings.
Research Question 1 was: What relationship exists between employee
engagement and the domain of security? The domain of security relates to the brain’s
need for predictability in its environment (Tabibnia & Radecki, 2018). According to the
findings, employee engagement was not significantly related to the security scale score
(rs = -.21, p = .10) but was related to the security item on the pulse survey (rs = .43, p =
.001). Further, three questions on the security scale were negatively correlated to
employee engagement:
•

I dislike looking for new ways of doing things (rs = -.28, p < .05)

•

I dislike change (rs = -.31, p < .05)

•

I do not like to take risks (rs = -26, p < .05).

Research Question 2 was: What relationship exists between employee
engagement and the domain of autonomy? The domain of autonomy relates to the
brain’s need for control over its environment (Radecki et al., 2018). According to the
findings, employee engagement was not significantly related to the autonomy scale score
(rs = .11, p = .39) but was related to the autonomy item on the pulse survey (rs = .39, p =
.002). Further, question 46 on the autonomy scale (I hate to be told how to do something)
was positively correlated to employee engagement (rs = .26, p < .05).
Research Question 3 was: What relationship exists between employee
engagement and the domain of fairness? The domain of fairness relates to the brain’s
need to experience a given circumstance as equitable (Radecki et al., 2018). According
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to the findings, employee engagement was not significantly related to the fairness scale
score (rs = .06, p = .66) but was related to the fairness item on the pulse survey (rs = .41,
p = .001). Further, question 39 on the fairness scale (If I work harder than other people, I
deserve more of the reward) was negatively correlated to employee engagement (rs =
-.34, p < .01).
Research Question 4 was: What relationship exists between employee
engagement and the domain of esteem? The domain of esteem relates to the brain’s need
to regard itself favorably and have others regard it favorably (Radecki et al., 2018).
According to the findings, employee engagement was not significantly related to the
esteem scale score (rs = .14, p = .27) but was related to the esteem item on the pulse
survey (rs = .36, p = .005). Further, question 39 on the esteem scale (It’s important that
others see me as better off than they are in life) was negatively correlated to employee
engagement (rs = -.26, p < .05).
Research Question 5 was: What relationship exists between employee
engagement and the domain of trust? The domain of trust relates to the brain’s
perception of external stimuli being a threat until proven otherwise (Radecki et al., 2018).
According to the findings, employee engagement was negatively related to the trust scale
score (rs = -.26, p = .04) and positively related to the trust item on the pulse survey (rs =
.50, p = .001). Further, question 29 on the trust scale (I don’t tend to socialize with
people who have backgrounds, perspectives or beliefs that are too dissimilar to my own)
was negatively correlated to employee engagement (rs = -.30, p < .05).
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Unexpected Findings
One unexpected finding from this study was the negative correlation of the trust
domain on the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment and employee engagement (rs = -26, p <. 05).
Radecki et al. (2018) stated, “the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment provides an outline of how
your brain is motivated in your current context, thus suggesting how quickly or easily
you may be triggered in each domain” (p. 170). The authors stated, “It can be easy to fall
into the trap of assuming that one domain is better than another” (p. 170). The finding
seems to indicate individuals higher on the trust domain are at greater risk of becoming
disengaged in the work environment. Both Kahn (1990) and Edmondson (1999) made
clear that trust was correlated to psychological safety, and it is unclear why the findings
of this study indicated individuals higher on the domain of trust were less engaged at
work. Many theories could be entertained. Perhaps such individuals would experience
higher employee engagement should the environment of trust increase, or perhaps other
factors would help boost their engagement with a higher need for trust. More research is
recommended to explore and illuminate the factors behind this negative correlation.
Conclusions
Multiple conclusions can be drawn from the results of this study. Over 30 years
ago, Kahn (1990) determined psychological safety was one of three conditions linked to
employee engagement. Prior to that time, no research had been conducted on the
psychological condition of the employee (Mat et al., 2019). Since Kahn’s initial findings,
multiple studies indicated a relationship exists between employee engagement and
psychological safety (Edmondson & Lei, 2014; Ge, 2020; Wang et al., 2018). In
addition, during the same timeframe as Kahn’s study, functional magnetic resonance
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imagining (fMRI) technology was introduced allowing researchers to capture what
happened in the brain at the time a stimulus occurred (Laffety & Alford, 2010). These
technological and scientific advancements on the psychological condition of employees,
as well as neuroscience findings on how the brain reacted to psychological threat,
presented new findings related to psychological safety. As an example, research
demonstrated the brain reacts to a psychological threat such as social rejection in the
same way it reacts to a physical threat such as a punch to the face (Esienberger, 2012).
Multiple studies researched the link between employee engagement and psychological
safety; however this is the first study to utilize ABL’s S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment and
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey to explore a potential link between employee engagement
and brain-based psychological safety. This study sought to examine the relationship
between each of the five psychological safety domains (security, autonomy, fairness,
esteem, and trust) and employee engagement. The results of this study showed the only
domain linked to employee engagement was trust; however, seven individual items
correlated to employee engagement. Additionally, it was found that all five items of
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey positively correlated to employee engagement. Following
are the study conclusions.
Conclusion 1: Antiquated Systems and Behaviors Must be Addressed that
Counteract Security, Autonomy, Fairness, Esteem, and Trust
The results of this study revealed a positive, statistically significant relationship
between all five domains of security, autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust on the
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey and employee engagement among high-performing sales
professionals. Based on this finding, it was concluded that to maintain the engagement of
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high-performing sales professionals, antiquated systems and behaviors counteracting
psychological safety must be addressed and work cultures redesigned to foster
psychological safety in all five domains. To reach such an objective, the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™
Pulse Survey may be used to provide current or in-the-moment organization data on the
health of a team or organization’s psychological safety on all five domains.
An example of an antiquated organizational system is one perpetuating reward
systems heavily focused on competition and quota attainment. Any emphasis on the
achievement or failure to reach sales quotas while neglecting to foster a psychologically
safe work environment for the sales professional must be addressed in organizations. In
addition, the results of this study suggest systems intentionally or unintentionally pitting
one team member against another may be counterproductive to psychologically safe sales
environments and business results. These conclusions are supported by multiple
literature sources, which revealed a link between psychological safety and organizational
results (Edmondson & Lei, 2014; Frazier et al., 2017), suggesting if an organization can
create a psychologically safe sales environments, results should follow.
The literature supports that psychologically safe work environments increase
engagement and reduce turnover, and strong engagement is linked to both business
results and retention (Medhurst & Albrecht, 2016). Retention is especially noteworthy at
a time when finding and keeping strategic, high-performing sales professionals is
challenging (Cuevas, 2018). This study was written during what was termed the great
resignation. Record numbers of employees resigned from organizations, heightening the
imperative to focus on retention. Departing high-performing sales professionals leave a
gap in revenue and threaten to take current customers with them to new organizations.
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Greenbaum et al. (2020) underscored that organizations overly focused on the
financial bottom line do so at the expense of psychological safety. The results of this
study showed organizations would benefit from the intentional creation of work cultures
focused on increasing security, autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust. Tending to the
psychological safety of team members and building psychologically safe cultures where
team members are trained on the domains could help sales professionals, managers, and
leaders gain an understanding of each employee’s security, autonomy, fairness, esteem,
and trust needs. Such proactive steps could help build a culture of psychological safety
so employees may answer affirmatively to the five questions on the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse
Survey. This could lead to higher engagement, lower turn-over, and stronger results.
Conclusion 2: Organizations Must Continually Evaluate and Align Systems to
Mitigate Risk and Build Change Management Capacity and Procedures
The study revealed a negative correlation between employee engagement and the
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment security scale items, I dislike looking for new ways of doing
things (rs = -.28, p < .05), I dislike change (rs = -.31, p < .05), and I do not like to take
risks (rs = -26, p < .05). Based on these findings, it was concluded that organizations
need to evaluate and properly align systems and training to meet the needs of sales
professionals in a rapidly changing workplace. Change management systems and
procedures must be in place and coupled with training to help employees effectively
navigate change to foster change agility and manage risk mitigation for the sales role.
The literature indicated today’s sales professional must be adaptable to changing
customer needs (Verbeke et al., 2011). Much changed in the workplace due the COVID19 pandemic, in which employees were abruptly sent from working in offices to working
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from home with little to no notice (Risely, 2020). In addition to such unforeseen
disruptive forces, rapid changes due to technological advances and globalization mean
organizations are continually undergoing change. Given this, the sales professional must
be equipped to deal with such change personally and organizations must implement
change management systems to inoculate employees, especially sales professionals, from
potential harm caused by change. By its nature, the sales role is often linked to a
commission structure impacting the income and financial stability of the sales
professional. Given this, it was assumed that to the sales professional, change is likely
perceived as a threat to their financial stability. In the absence of organizational rigor to
create reliable internal change management systems that mitigate the impacts of change,
change will likely continue to be perceived as a threat by sales professionals.
This study revealed organizations and leaders must proactively assure sales
professionals are appropriately equipped to deal with change. Evaluating and aligning
internal systems, including appropriate change management tools and training, may result
in risk mitigation and provide sales professionals with more secure work environments.
Without such proactive diligence, the organization risks disengagement from sales
professionals and subsequent negative impacts to business results.
Conclusion 3: Organizations Must Implement Strategies to Ensure Sales
Professionals are Comfortable with People who have Dissimilar Backgrounds,
Perspectives, and Beliefs
The study revealed a negative correlation between the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™
Assessment item I don’t tend to socialize with people who have backgrounds,
perspectives or beliefs that are too dissimilar to my own and employee engagement (rs =
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-.30, p < .05). Based on this finding, it was concluded an organizational imperative exists
to implement diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) strategies to ensure sales
professionals are comfortable socializing with people who have backgrounds,
perspectives, and beliefs dissimilar to their own. Today’s sales professional operates in a
global environment and therefore interacts with and relies upon internal and external
stakeholders with a wide variety of backgrounds, perspectives, and beliefs. Yet, the data
from this study revealed high-performing sales professionals are not socializing with
diverse stakeholders, thus demonstrating a need for significant change. At the same time,
considering emerging research in the field of social cognitive neuroscience, such findings
also make sense. Scientists noted oxytocin, known as the feel-good chemical, is released
in the brain when people associate with somebody similar and conversely, a lack of such
familiarity causes the brain to dismiss the thoughts of others (Rock, 2012). Additionally,
Radecki et al. (2018) explained that behind the trust domain of the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™
framework lies neuroscience findings that the brain experiences in-group/out-group bias
and people were more likely to have positive feelings toward and provide more help to
those most sociologically like them. Therefore, it was congruent with scientifically based
outcomes that sales professionals will not socialize with people who have backgrounds,
perspectives, or beliefs too dissimilar to their own without an intentional organizational
DEI strategy. Additionally, this study was conducted in the calendar year following the
killing of George Floyd and the subsequent ripple effect of increased organizational focus
to create cultures of DEI. Yet given a current state of intense disruption and polarization
regarding DEI, the sales professional may experience a paralysis of action even with a
desire to change, fearing any attempts at such connections with dissimilar people may
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result in a psychological threat and negative outcomes. Organizations must take
seriously the need for a DEI strategy to provide training and organizational support for
the sales professional to help them increase their comfort interacting with internal and
external stakeholders with backgrounds, perspectives, and beliefs different from their
own. Further research in this area is encouraged as it is unclear how engagement would
be impacted by introducing opportunities for high-performing sales professionals to
expand socializing with people who have backgrounds, perspectives, or beliefs dissimilar
to their own, yet the current state of the global economy and these findings create an
organizational imperative to address this discovery.
Conclusion 4: Organizations Must Create Work Environments that Discourage
Micromanagement
This study revealed a positive correlation between the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™
Assessment autonomy scale item I hate to be told how to do something and employee
engagement (rs = .26, p < .05). Based on this finding, it was concluded organizations must
create work environments that discourage micromanagement. The literature revealed
organizational culture is critical to success in the sales role (Gustafson, Pomirleanu, &
John-Mariadoss, 2018). Organizations must create work cultures where managers and
leaders refrain from micromanaging sales professionals. Sales professionals commonly
have annual sales quotas determined by the organization and this conclusion emphasizes
the need to allow sales professionals to reach annual quota goals without being told what
and how to do so. Sales leaders and organizations can make strategic choices about how
to lead and manage sales professionals when armed with the knowledge that highperforming sales professionals hate being told how to do something. Sales leaders and
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organizations would thus be advised to create a culture of autonomy where the sales
professional is allowed freedom to determine how to go about the elements of the job to
maintain long-term customer relationships, increased sales, and quota attainment.
Additionally, today’s sales professionals must have advanced knowledge and skills to
meet increasingly multifaceted and sophisticated customer needs (Cuevas, 2018).
Therefore, it is equally and fundamentally important organizations have hiring practices
in place to attract and vet the right sales professionals and subsequently systems and a
work environment to assure retention and engagement (Chung, 2021).
Conclusion 5: Organizations Must Shift the Focus of Rewards and Recognition from
the Individual Sales Professional to the Sales Teams
This study revealed a negative correlation between employee engagement and the
S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment fairness scale item, If I work harder than other people, I
deserve more of the reward, and (rs = -.34, p < .01) and esteem scale item, It’s important
that others see me as better off than they are in life (rs = -.26, p < .05). Based on these
findings, it was concluded organizations must shift the focus of rewards and recognition
from the individual sales professional to the sales teams. Historically, organizations
placed an overt and visible internal focus on individual sales quota achievement with
aligned rewards and recognition. In addition to individual recognition, organizations
must set up rewards, recognition, and other systems geared toward the current reality that
high-performing sales professionals now sell in teams. This study revealed an old school
mentality of a sole focus on and reward to individual high-performing sales professionals
may set a perceived organizational tone that one sales professional is better off than
colleagues in the organization. The research indicated today’s strategic sales professional
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has significant reliance on teams within an organization (Lacoste, 2018). Cuevas (2018)
further noted the interwoven dependencies of sales professionals on multiple
stakeholders, such as operations and R&D, and all parties need to satisfy dynamic and
complex customer needs. In addition to the importance of an extended sales team in
today’s complex business environment (Cuevas, 2018), this conclusion was supported by
research findings suggesting motivation and engagement in sales is related to a positive
organizational environment and congenial employee relationships (Guha, 2016).
A sales strategy is critical to business results (Terho et al., 2015). As part of such
a strategy, organizational leaders must be prepared to rethink how the rewards and
recognition of the individual sales professional is communicated and perceived internally
and be willing to make wide-sweeping changes at a time when teams are vital to sales
success. It is important to note the findings do not indicate rewards should never be
provided to the sales professional individually, but thought must be given to any negative
perception individual rewards may create for team members who were part of the sales
professional’s success. Additionally, rewards for sales professionals are often tied to
financial rewards, yet it is equally important to recognize rewards extending beyond
financial incentives and intangibles such as team recognition.
Implications for Action
Organizations seeking to remain competitive and successful in today’s knowledge
age and Industry 4.0 cannot ignore research indicating a link between employee
engagement and psychological safety in the workplace. Gone are the days where
organizations could attempt to manage a workforce by simply demanding a higher
volume of widgets be produced per hour or hope to easily replace employees like a cog in
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a machine with little or no loss to productivity or results. In today’s knowledge age,
productivity and results are obtained less through easily quantifiable physical labor and
more through intangible efforts produced by the human mind such as level of expertise,
relational capabilities, strategic thinking, agility, passion, will, and creativity. Further,
the sales profession, a position long known to produce revenue and cultivate on-going
customer relationships, changed significantly resulting in heavy reliance on team
structures largely due to technological advances, buyer sophistication, and a more
competitive global landscape (Cuevas, 2018). These significant changes in the global
economy, the workplace, and the sales role resulted in increased importance on the
recruitment and retention of the sales professional (Chung, 2021). In addition, the
continued advancement in the field of neuroscience produced applicable findings and
frameworks such as the ABL’s five psychological safety domains of security, autonomy,
fairness, esteem, and trust.
At the time of this study, the global COVID-19 pandemic dramatically impacted
the way organizations conduct business. All employees but those deemed essential to be
in-person, such as health and food workers, were abruptly sent to work from home,
dramatically changing the landscape of where and how most employees worked
throughout the world. At the same time, this work from home mandate created a
dynamic where many employees came to view the option to work from home as an
expectation of employment. Simultaneously, industry coined the term the great
resignation and employees began resigning at record rates as the options to work
remotely for organizations widely expanded job opportunities. Given the state of
competition for talented, knowledge-age employees, an organizational imperative exists
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to attract and retain employees. Research found employee engagement and psychological
safety impact the retention of employees and multiple other desirable organizational
outcomes such as higher sales revenue, increased productivity, greater idea-sharing and
innovation, increased risk-taking, increased employee voice, reduced stress, reduced
burnout, reduced employee bullying and detrimental behavior, greater competitive
advantage, and increased business results (Bakker & Demerouti, 2008; Busse &
Regenberg, 2019; Medhurst & Albrecht, 2011; Kwon & Park, 2019; Frazier, et al., 2017).
These outcomes play a part in short- and long-term business success and research
showed the sales role is vital to business success (Cuevas, 2018), yet no research could be
found examining the intersection of employee engagement, psychological safety, and the
sales professional. The results of this study revealed brain-based psychological safety is
tied to employee engagement among high-performing sales professionals. Based on the
findings, the following implications for sales leaders, human resource development
(HRD) professionals, and organizational leaders are presented.
Implications for the Sales Leader
Numerous studies indicated the critical role leaders play related to psychological
safety (Hernandez & Guarana, 2018; Maximo et al, 2019; Nienaber & Martin, 2020).
The implications from this study for sales leaders are significant because this is the first
research study to examine brain-based psychological safety in high-performing sales
professionals and employee engagement. Sales leaders armed with these research
findings, which suggest brain-based psychological safety may be related to employee
engagement among high-performing sales professionals, could create psychologically
safe environments for the sales teams they lead. The literature highlighted how low
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psychological safety and employee engagement negatively affect business outcomes such
as higher employee turnover and burnout, lower creativity and innovation, less
information sharing, less problem-solving, less competitive advantage, and lower
business results (Agarwal & Gupta, 2018; Anthony-McMann et al., 2017; Bailey et al.,
2017; Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Edmonson, 1999; Kahn, 1990, Soane et al., 2011).
Sales leaders natural focus on and are responsible for business results, yet paradoxically,
a focus only on business results while neglecting the psychological safety and
engagement of the sales professional can lower results (Greenbaum et al., 2020).
Findings from this study confirmed the five domains of security, autonomy,
fairness, esteem, and trust related to employee engagement among high-performing sales
professionals based on the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey. The pulse survey was designed
to measure how an employee is experiencing psychological safety in the work
environment at the time the survey is taken. Findings from this study also showed among
the five domains, only trust was negatively correlated to employee engagement based on
the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment and more research is needed to discover what lies behind
this finding. The S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment was designed to assess the level of need an
individual has of each of the five domains with the understanding that individuals need
all five domains of security, autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust (Radecki et al., 2018).
Findings from this study support the following implications for action.
Create psychologically safe work environments based on security, autonomy,
fairness, esteem, and trust. Sales leaders interested in improving business results could
focus on brain-based psychological safety to increase employee engagement among their
sales professionals. The specific actions a sales leader could take to increase brain-based
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psychological safety are to a large degree outside of the scope of this study. Some initial
recommendations, however, are outlined below.
To cultivate a psychologically safe work environment, sales leaders may begin by
having all employees on a sales team, including leaders and sales support positions, take
a psychological safety assessment and be trained on psychological safety. All team
members would be encouraged to understand one another’s unique psychological safety
needs and motivators, and sales leaders could manage each team member based on
individual psychological safety needs and motivators. Additionally, to continue to build
psychological safety, the sales leader could take on-going steps to foster an environment
of security, autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust. Further, the research resulted in a
correlation between seven questions on the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment and engagement,
indicating sales leaders may focus on providing sales professionals environments where
they can experience:
•

Effective change management and risk mitigation

•

Autonomy in how they go about their work

•

DEI training and strategic interventions to help them feel more comfortable
socializing with others who have dissimilar backgrounds, perspectives, and
beliefs

•

Shared rewards and recognition

•

Equality with peers

Focus on sales teams not just individuals. Sales leaders are an organizational
stakeholder with significant responsibility and accountability for assuring the
organization meets revenue targets and healthy profit margins via customer sales. The
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research indicated sales positions are continuing to change at a rapid pace and are heavily
reliant on internal teams to fulfill growing customer demands in the face of evolving
technology and globalization (Cuevas, 2018). Although the sales leader holds
responsibility for meeting the financial expectations of the collective efforts of sales
professionals, a focus strictly on the bottom line will paradoxically sacrifice long-term
financial success for short-term financial wins due to the erosion of psychological safety
and reduced creativity produced by such bottom-line mentality (Greenbaum, 2020).
Sales leaders are often promoted into their positions by achieving individual
success as a sales professional, yet the skills and behaviors for successful selling are not
the same needed for leading. Sales leaders who desire to remain relevant and manage
thriving sales teams must bring leadership skills and behaviors in alignment with what is
needed to create psychologically safe sales teams.
Lobby for revisions to antiquated systems. The sales leader in today’s global
economy is the fulcrum for assuring organizational strategy is implemented by the sales
force and activities undertaken are properly aligned with strategy to ensure their team can
meet customer expectations and achieve financial outcomes (Inyange et al., 2018). Sales
leaders are therefore well positioned to assess organizational systems, such as recognition
and rewards structures, that may have served organizations in the past but are no longer
suited to serve changing, collaborative sales environments. Systems drive behavior and
this study led to conclusions that outdated recognition and rewards systems focused
solely on the success or failure of an individual sales professional are out of alignment
with today’s team-centered sales environment and may inadvertently be reducing
psychological safety in sales environments. In addition to assessing current systems, the
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sales leader is also uniquely positioned to carry this message to organizational leaders
and lobby for needed revisions to antiquated sales mentalities and systems.
Refrain from micromanagement. The findings from this study emphasized that
sales leaders must create work environments with reduced micromanagement to avoid
impacting the psychological safety and therefore business results of high-performing
sales professionals. Many sales professional roles evolved into that of a trusted advisor
and subject matter expert with long-standing, interwoven customer relationships (Cuevas,
2018). To experience such sophisticated and trusted status with customers and yet
paradoxically experience limiting, micromanagement behaviors from sales leaders could
result in cognitive dissonance for today’s high-performing sales professional.
Micromanagement detracts from providing a psychologically safe work environment for
such professionals.
Focus on recruitment and retention. This study occurred during a phenomenon
labeled the great resignation as record numbers of employees resigned from organizations
following the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and a surge in work-from-home practices
largely due to public safety concerns and mandated regulations. The major shift to
remote working created many new job opportunities for employees who could now work
across geography and time zones. Retention of high-performing sales professionals is
crucial to organizational outcomes (Meintjes & Hofmeyr, 2018). Yet, organizations are
struggling to find and keep strategic, high-performing sales professionals (Cuevas, 2018).
A departing high-performing sales professional leaves a gap in sales for organizations. In
addition, due to the nature of long, interconnected relationships between the highperforming sales professional and the customer, a sales professional’s job move may also
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result in customers following the sales professional to the new organization. Thus, it is
crucial for organizations to have a recruitment and retention plan in place that accounts
for the psychological safety of their sales professionals.
Implications for the Human Resource Development Professional
Despite knowing employee engagement impacts business results, organizations
historically struggled to make the leap between such knowledge and implementing
interventions resulting in a practical impact to employee engagement (Nienaber &
Martins, 2020). As the construct of employee engagement began to surface as an
organizational imperative, it was the HRD practitioner within an organization who often
held responsibility for strategic initiatives tied to employee engagement (Shuck, 2010).
HRD practitioners would do well to set leadership development as a strategic initiative
given leaders have a direct impact on psychological safety and employee engagement
(Kahn, 1990; Maximo et al., 2019). HRD professionals can point to research verifying
the development of leaders within an organization is important to increase psychological
safety and improve employee engagement, which in turn impacts business results. As the
first research study focused on the intersection of brain-based psychological safety,
employee engagement, and the sales professional, the results of this research provide
HRD professionals with relevant data to build a case to increase psychological safety,
employee engagement, and business results.
First, this study affirmed the results from multiple studies that psychological
safety is linked to employee engagement (Edmondson & Lei, 2014; Ge, 2020, Wang et
al., 2018). Second, this study was the first to research the intersection of the sales
professional, psychological safety, and employee engagement, and indicated the five

109

domains of security, autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust were tied to employee
engagement. Third, this is the first known study utilizing a brain-based psychological
safety instrument to provide new data from the social cognitive neuroscience field linked
to psychological safety.
As the role of the HRD professional is often tasked with making development
recommendations to various business units, the findings of this study support the
recommendation to encourage sales units to focus on the development of psychological
safety with their sales leaders, teams, and professionals to increase employee engagement
that impacts business results. Specifically, the five domains of security, autonomy,
fairness, esteem, and trust on the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey were all tied to employee
engagement among high-performing sales professionals.
The HRD professional who seeks to remain relevant and cutting edge in today’s
fast-paced environment, and act as a trusted and strategic business partner to
organizations, must stay current on research findings pertaining to employee
development. Psychological safety and employee engagement emerged in the last 30
years as directly related to competitive advantage and business outcomes (Edmondson &
Lei, 2014; Ge, 2020; Kahn, 1990; Wang et al., 2018). Yet millions of dollars a year are
estimated to be lost due to lack of employee engagement (Gallup, 2017). Therefore, the
HRD professional could become a subject matter expert on how to help direct and coach
the organization on the most effective strategies to create employee engagement and
psychological safety in their organization. It is common for today’s organization to have
clearly aligned visions, missions, strategies, and goals, and it is a natural next step to
integrate the creation and sustainment of a psychologically safe culture into the
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organizational strategy. This alignment is imperative to achieve employee engagement
and business results.
Psychological safety will not automatically happen in an organization. Therefore,
systems will be required to create and sustain psychologically safe cultures. To do so,
organization leaders must buy into and take ownership of creating such systems. Systems
could include on-going pulse surveys to monitor employee engagement and
psychological safety, and training, coaching, and mentoring to creating psychologically
safe employees and teams. Systems could also include negative consequences such as
termination for company leaders who cannot or will not change practices to develop
psychologically safe environments. Furthermore, the HRD department can help
encourage the identification of employee and leadership behaviors and values aligned to
psychological safety to guide hiring practices such as behavioral interviews aimed at
attracting and retaining employees and leaders who will continue to foster
psychologically safe teams and cultures.
Finally, the HRD professional can use this research found to advocate for the
business imperative of psychological safety that may still at times be viewed as emotional
fluff. The HRD professional is encouraged to glean the most current data available,
including the latest findings in neuroscience, to continue to address outdated thoughts
that initiatives regarding employee engagement and psychological safety waste time or
resource. As research supporting the impact of psychological safety and employee
engagement continues to grow, much work is left to change outdated leadership thoughts
and practices as well as organizational systems. A clear strategy to develop employee
engagement through the creation of brain-based psychological safety could go a long way
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toward progress and the HRD professional is situated within the organization to
recommend such strategic direction.
Implications for the Organizational Leader
The organizational leader in today’s global, competitive business environment
must focus on creating cultures where employees want to come to work and where they
desire to stay once recruited. The beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 shifted
the workplace in significant ways, such as a massive increase in the number of remote
employees with the flexibility to work anywhere in the world, which in turn dramatically
increased the number of job opportunities that did not exist pre-pandemic. Today’s
organizational leaders find themselves leading during what industry coined the great
resignation and simply stated, leaders find it difficult to recruit and retain staff. In 2020,
following the on-set of the COVID-19 pandemic, 66% of the workforce reported being
disengaged and other indicators such as daily worry and stress saw a significant increase
(Gallup, 2021). Although answers to such business challenges are complex, research
indicated the intersection of employee engagement and psychological safety is tied to
competitive advantage and business results (Edmondson & Lei, 2014; Ge, 2020; Wang et
al., 2018). Therefore, an organizational leader creating strategic initiatives designed to
increase employee engagement and psychological safety could take a results-oriented
approach to such challenges by using the following recommendations.
Reexamine and change archaic strategy and systems. Organizational leaders
engage in strategic planning and systems creation with the goal of achieving strong
business results. Developing systems to create and sustain employee engagement and
psychological safety must be part of the strategic planning processes for all employee
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groups as today’s sales professional relies heavily upon a wide array of internal
stakeholders. Effective organizational leaders must create a psychologically safe culture
where leaders practice psychologically safe behaviors, employees experience a
psychologically safe work environment, and employees are engaged; to ensure this is
appropriately prioritized, this must be driven by strategic planning goals. Many tools and
resources exist to support such a strategy, including surveys developed to measure the
engagement and psychological safety of the employees, like the UWES engagement
instrument and the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey used in this study. Industry experts on
employee engagement and psychological safety are available to help develop such a
strategy. In addition, resources such as an organization’s HRD function can be leveraged
as internal strategic partners. These internal HRD partners can be involved in the initial
phases of planning and deploy psychological safety assessments, training, and on-going
reinforcement to continue to build a psychologically safe organizational culture with
engaged employees.
Remain educated. Organizational leaders desiring to stay relevant in today’s
global, competitive economy must continue to expand their knowledge about employee
engagement and psychological safety. An imperative exists for leaders to sharpen their
knowledge, skills, and strategy regarding how to engage employees (Medhurst &
Albrecht, 2016). Many studies exist, such as the findings from this study, that revealed
brain-based psychological safety is tied to employee engagement. Research is being
conducted within large, global organizations like Google that launched an internal, multiyear study designed to research why some internal teams were successful and others were
not (Duhigg, 2015). One of the final conclusions was that psychological safety was the
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common denominator in successful teams at Google. Organizational leaders may also
participate in many leadership forums, in person and online, on the topics of employee
engagement and psychological safety. There is no shortage of resources to gain insight
and knowledge on employee engagement and psychological safety.
Provide funding and resources. A 2017 Gallup report suggested the U.S. lost
$483-$605 billion each year because of employee disengagement. The research also
showed psychological safety for individuals, teams, and organizations impacts employee
engagement and is tied to competitive advantage and business results. The results from
this study produced evidence that brain-based psychological safety is linked to employee
engagement among high-performing sales professionals. Yet psychological safety and
employee engagement for sales professionals, or any group of employees within an
organization, will not happen without proper funding and resources. To gain appropriate
attention, these efforts must be sponsored by organizational leaders. If a lack of
psychological safety and employee engagement lead to reduced business results, then
investing the proper funding and resources in place to increase both will result in a return
on such financial and organizational investments.
Recommendations for Further Research
This study marks the first known research on the intersection of employee
engagement and psychological safety utilizing brain-based psychological safety
instruments. Additionally, this is also the first known study to measure the intersection of
employee engagement, psychological safety, and the sales professional. Both employee
engagement and psychological safety are constructs introduced within the last 30 years
and are tied to competitive advantage and organizational results. Multiple
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recommendations can be made for further studies to continue to add to the growing body
of research.
Population and Sample Recommendations for Future Studies
This study focused on high-performing sales professionals selling services. It is
recommended future research does not restrict the participants to high-performing sales
professionals, but rather asks qualifying questions at the beginning of the survey to
delineate high performers from those with less experience or lower performers. Results
could be used to compare if findings between higher and lower performing sales
professionals differ. Alternatively, other employee populations outside of the sales
profession may be studied. Further, this study did not include questions seeking
demographic data. It is recommended future studies include and analyze such data to
incorporate findings based on gender, age, and other key demographics. Additionally,
this study focused on organizations selling services. A future study should replicate this
study using a population that sells products.
Assessment Recommendations for Future Studies
For future studies, it is recommended the 50-question S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment
be removed from the study, as the intention of this instrument is to indicate various levels
of an individual’s security, autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust needs. The value of this
type of assessment lies more in an individual’s understanding and analysis of personal
security, autonomy, fairness, esteem, and trust needs. It is also recommended
Edmondson’s seven question psychological safety assessment be added to future studies.
In addition, a future researcher may choose to select another, newer yet validated
employee engagement assessment such as the Employee Engagement Scale developed by
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Shuck et al. in 2017. It is recommended future research includes the S.A.F.E.T.Y.™
Pulse Survey with a brief video to provide participants with context on each of the five
psychological safety domains.
DEI Recommendations for Future Studies
This study revealed less-engaged high-performing sales professionals did not tend
to socialize with people who had backgrounds, perspectives, or beliefs dissimilar from
their own. The sales professional is an organizational role largely responsible for revenue
generation and this often requires them to interact with global customers. This creates an
imperative that those assigned to sales roles are comfortable with a wide variety of
stakeholders. More research is needed in this area to further explore this finding.
Employee Engagement Recommendation for Future Studies
In the literature, Edmondson’s 1999 definition of psychological safety is regarded
as the agreed upon definition of psychological safety. The literature also revealed there is
yet to be an agreed-upon definition of employee engagement. Therefore, a Delphi study
is recommended to seek expert consensus regarding an agreed upon definition of
employee engagement.
Methodology Recommendations for Future Studies
This study utilized a quantitative methodology. In future studies, it is
recommended researchers also employ qualitative or mixed-method methodologies. This
would allow the researcher to dig deeper into the lived experiences of the sample,
resulting in richer data.
The sponsors for this study were learning and development and human resources
professionals. For future studies, it is recommended the sponsor be the leader of the

116

groups taking the survey, such as a vice president of the participant group being asked to
take the assessment.
Finally, social media is now a significant part of the day-to-day lives of
employees. For future studies, it is recommended the researcher receive initial social
media approval from IRB instead of waiting to see if study sponsors would produce the
desired number of study participants.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
The marvel and beauty of scientific research is that it grows, adapts, and in a
transformational way tests the limits of what we perhaps once thought we assuredly
knew. Like the proverbial blind man describing parts of the body of an elephant, a
scientist observes part of the whole and, using existing research, continues to expand on
what is known of the body of research studied. There was a time in the not-too-distant
past that little was known about the human brain. The traditional field of neuroscience
and more recently social cognitive neuroscience, a newer field combining neuroscience,
psychology, and social science, had a profound impact on what we know regarding how
the brain reacts to threat and what the brain is reacting to in the moment. It was only in
recent decades scientists discovered the human brain was even capable of change,
something scientists refer to as neuroplasticity. With the introduction of the fMRI in the
early 1990s, scientists could see the immediate reactions in the brain as they were
happening and continued to make significant advances in what is known. We stand at an
exciting moment in time where, with advances in neuroscience technology, we can
combine what is learned from the field of social cognitive neuroscience and apply that
knowledge to develop individuals, teams, and leaders. With such knowledge, we draw
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closer to an understanding of how to create thriving organizational cultures where
employees invest the best of themselves cognitively, emotionally, and behaviorally at
work. I personally worked in the field of leadership and organizational development for
two decades and spent many years in various sales roles. The combination of such a
background coupled with years of consulting experience with a wide variety of
organizations ignited a desire to study the intersection of employee engagement,
psychological safety, and the sales professional. Additionally, I am fascinated with the
field of social cognitive neuroscience as applied to leadership development and so
selected an instrument to study brain-based psychological safety and its relation to highperforming sales professionals.
During multiple years in the sales profession, I experienced a wide variety of
training and development on sales skills, yet had no professional development related to
the functioning of the brain and how psychological safety may be affecting personal
performance and engagement. The results of this study had a profound impact on me
personally as the results indicated a work environment focused on brain-based
psychological safety is tied to the engagement of high-performing sales professionals.
There is much hope that with this new discovery, sales organizations will be motivated to
create cultures among sales teams and in the entirety of the organization where brainbased psychological safety is foundational. Steps can be taking by sales leadership, HRD
professionals, and organizational leaders to help provide assessments, training, resources,
and next steps to inoculate such learnings into the culture, resulting in lasting, positive
behavior change. The research showed creating psychologically safe company cultures
where employees are encouraged to be authentic, take risks, and speak up will result in
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engaged employees. Both psychologically safe employees and engaged employees lead
to competitive advantage and business results. It is well known physical safety in the
work environment leads to business results and I look forward to a day where
psychological safety is taken just as seriously as the physical safety of workers. An
imperative exists to do away with poor leadership behaviors that result in psychologically
unsafe work environments and disengaged employees. Finally, all the best to the
extraordinary leaders and practitioners who will take these research findings to heart and
implement strategies and systems leading to employee engagement and psychological
safety.
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APPENDIX D – EMAIL INVITATION
I am currently working on my doctorate at Brandman University in Organizational
Leadership and I was hoping you could help me find research participants for my
dissertation titled Employee Engagement, Brain-based Psychological Safety and the Sales
Professional. I am looking for sales professionals, defined as employees within an
organization who sell services, to take an online survey. Sales professionals you refer
need to meet the following requirements to qualify for the study:
•
•
•

Currently in a sales position with at least five years’ experience in a sales role
Have achieved or exceeded annual sales quota for a minimum of two consecutive
years
Currently working in a sales role selling services with the exception of
advertising, insurance, financial services or travel in the state of California

This research will provide important findings for:
• Organizational leaders concerned with retaining employees and maximizing
revenue in an increasingly, global, competitive business environment
• Managers of sales professionals interested in increasing sales results by
examining the impact of employee engagement and psychologically safety on the
sales professional
• Human resource development professionals responsible for making employee
development recommendations within their organizations
I would be happy to share my results with you to use as resource for personal and/or
professional purposes.
I am hoping you will be willing to forward the note below, along with your endorsement
of this research to sales professionals in your organization who meet the above criteria.
To make it easy on you, here is a sample introductory email.
Once participants click on the survey link, full details of participant rights and survey
instructions are provided.
Please let me know if you are willing to help me out by August 15th.
Best regards,
Cheri Sherman
Doctoral Candidate, Organizational Leadership, Brandman University
714.264.0770
sher4102@mail.brandman.edu
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Sample Email:
Colleagues,
One of my consultants is conducting research on the potential relationship between
psychological safety and employee engagement in sales professionals. She is seeking
high-performing sales professionals who meet the following criteria as her study
participants and I thought that you would be a perfect fit. To participate you must:
•
•
•

Currently be employed in a sales position with at least five years’ experience in a
sales role.
Have achieved or exceeded annual sales quota for a minimum of two consecutive
years.
Be currently working in a sales role selling services outside of the advertising,
insurance, financial services or travel industries in the state of California.

The on-line survey will take from 15 to 20 minutes to complete you may click here for a
2-minute video about the research and the survey from the researcher. If you agree to
take the on-line survey, it will be completely confidential and you can begin the survey
by clicking here. Your swift completion of the survey is greatly appreciated.
No employer or any other organizational entity, group or individual will have access to
the individual participant survey data and you will be free to stop the survey and
withdraw from the study at any time. Further, you may be assured that the researcher is
not in any way affiliated with any entity other than as a student at Brandman University
for the purposes of this study. The research director, Cheryl-Marie Osborne is available
from Brandman University at osborneh@brandman.edu to answer any questions you may
have.
As an incentive, those who wish to provide an email address at the end of the survey will
be entered into a drawing for a $25 Amazon gift card and will receive a copy of the
infographic of study results.
Respectfully,
INSERT YOUR NAME
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APPENDIX E – INFORMED CONSENT
INFORMED CONSENT FORM INFORMATION
INFORMATION ABOUT: Employee Engagement, Psychological Safety and the Sales
Professional
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Cheri Sherman, MAOL
You are being asked to participate in a research study conducted by Cheri Sherman,
MAOL a doctoral student from the School of Education at Brandman University. The
purpose of this quantitative, correlational study was to determine if a relationship existed
between employee engagement, as measured by the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale
(UWES), and psychological safety, as measured by the Academy of Brain-based
Leadership’s S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Assessment and S.A.F.E.T.Y.™ Pulse Survey domains of
security, autonomy, fairness, esteem and trust.
Your participation in this survey is voluntary. You may choose not to participate. If you
decide to participate in this electronic survey, you can withdraw at any time. The survey
will take approximately 25 minutes to complete. Your responses will be confidential.
The survey questions will pertain to your engagement at work, your personal domains of
psychological safety and your experience of psychological safety at work.
The results of this study will be used for scholarly purposes only.
a) No information that identifies me will be released without my separate consent
and that all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by law.
If the study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be so informed
and my consent re-obtained. There are minimal risks associated with
participating in this research. I understand that the Investigator will protect my
confidentiality. All information will be identifier-redacted and my confidentiality
will be maintained. All data and consents will be securely stored for three years
after completion of data collection and confidentially shredded or fully deleted.
b) I understand that I may refuse to participate in or I may withdraw from this study
at any time without any negative consequences. Also, the investigator may stop
the study at any time. I understand that if I have any questions, comments, or
concerns about the study or the informed consent process, I may write or call the
Office of the Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University, at
16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618, (949) 341-7641.

If you have any questions about completing this survey or any aspects of this research,
please contact Cheri Sherman sher4102@mail.brandman.edu or by phone at (714) 2640770; or Dr. Cheryl-Marie Osborne, Advisor, at osborneh@brandman.edu.
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ELECTRONIC CONSENT: Please select your choice below.
Clicking on the “agree” button indicates that you have read the informed consent form
and the information in this document and that you voluntarily agree to participate. If you
do not wish to participate in this electronic survey, you may decline participation by
clicking on the “disagree” button.
The survey will not open for responses unless you agree to participate.
___AGREE: I acknowledge receipt of the complete Informed Consent packet and “Bill
of Rights.” I have read the materials and give my consent to participate in the study.
___DISAGREE: I do not wish to participate in this electronic survey
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APPENDIX G – POST HOC PROTOCOL

[1] -- Thursday, December 23, 2021 -- 09:11:57
Exact - Correlation: Bivariate normal model
Options:
exact distribution
Analysis:
A priori: Compute required sample size
Input:
Tail(s)
Correlation ρ H1
α err prob
Power (1-β err prob)
Correlation ρ H0
Output:
Lower critical r
Upper critical r
Total sample size
Actual power

=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=
=

Two
0.3
0.05
.655
0
-0.2520938
0.2520938
61
0.6614287
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