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Abstract

Psychological safety is widely recognized as a relevant ally to effective organizational learning, employee voice, and
performance. Yet a consistently observed organizational pattern is that supervisors report higher psychological safety than non-
supervisors. Drawing on theories of hierarchical influence, information asymmetries, and self—other agreement in leadership
perceptions, we investigate whether this supervisor—employee psychological safety gap reflects positional advantages of
supervisory roles or compositional differences in who occupies them. We analyze survey data from 183 working professionals
from diverse occupational fields recruited through the Cloud Research online platform (62 supervisors; 121 non-supervisors).
Hierarchical regression shows that supervisory status is positively associated with psychological safety, net of age, sex, race,
education, household income, and occupational field. Household income is positively associated with psychological safety,
whereas other demographic controls exhibit limited explanatory power. To differentiate varying compositional from gap-
positional accounts, we apply a Blinder—Oaxaca decomposition that partitions supervisor—employee differences into an
“explained” component attributable to group differences in observed characteristics and an “unexplained” component attributable
to differential returns or unmeasured role-based factors. Decomposition indicates that observed demographic compositions
explain little to no supervisor—employee gap, whereas unexplained components account for nearly all of it. Results revealed that
observed demographic factors outlined little to no supervisor—employee differences, whereas unexplained (residual) components
account for nearly all of the actual gap, consistent with role-linked differences rather than selection on measured characteristics.
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1. Introduction

Psychological safety (PS), an employee’s shared belief that
interpersonal risk taking is safe, predicts learning, voice, and
performance across organizational teams and settings [13, 27,
31, 36]. When psychological safety is higher, employees are
more willing to surface concerns, admit errors, request assis-

tance, and challenge assumptions and behaviors, thereby im-
proving both adaptive performance and risk management [16,
17, 39, 55]. Recent research further establishes psychological
safety as a creative, relational pathway that links leadership
and broader safety climates to positive, safety-related behav-
iors, including speaking up about hazards and participating in
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prevention initiatives [10, 28, 47]. Despite broad agreement
on its importance, psychological safety is often inconsistently
experienced across varying organizational levels.

Organizations routinely find that supervisors report higher
psychological safety than non-supervisors. Hierarchical posi-
tion may recalibrate perceived costs of employee voice: super-
visors have greater discretion, influence, and informational
access, which can reduce anticipated interpersonal and career
consequences of dissent and increase confidence that speaking
up will be treated as legitimate [15, 54]. In turn, people in or-
ganizations without supervisory authority could face greater
uncertainty about relational and reputational fallout when rais-
ing sensitive issues and challenging norms, even in organiza-
tions that encourage openness [9, 14, 59]. These asymmetries
can generate perceptual gaps that align with evidence of sys-
tematic discordance in leadership and climate perceptions [29,
33, 37]. The practical stakes are nontrivial: when supervisors
infer that silence reflects agreement, they may underestimate
barriers to voice and overestimate the effectiveness of organi-
zational “open door” policies and practices.

However, the existence of a supervisor—employee gap does
not, by itself, identify its source. One possibility is positional
advantage: supervisory roles provide protection and resources
that reduce organizational vulnerability. Another is composi-
tion: employees who become supervisors may differ system-
atically in socioeconomic resources or demographic charac-
teristics that shape risk tolerance and perceived legitimacy.
These explanations imply different interventions—redesign-
ing voice structures versus changing access to advancement—
but they are rarely empirically disentangled. In this study, we
address this issue by incorporating hierarchical regression
controls with a Blinder—Oaxaca decomposition that partitions
the supervisor—employee psychological safety difference into
components associated with observed group composition ver-
sus residual, role-linked differences.

2. Psychological Safety as a Mechanism
for Voice, Learning, and Performance

Psychological safety, commonly defined as a shared belief
that the workplace is fully supportive of interpersonal risk-
taking, is central to organizational scholarship because it ena-
bles employees to express varying uncertainty, acknowledge
errors, seek guidance, and offer heretical views without fear
of embarrassment or retaliation [13]. Evidence synthesized in
systematic literature reviews indicates that psychological
safety is strongly associated with people’s learning behaviors,
information sharing, proactive communication, and improved
performance outcomes across varying organizational contexts
[16, 36]. This line of work is particularly significant in under-
standing employee voice: when employees perceive higher
psychologically safe workspaces, they are more likely to raise
concerns, point out errors, and challenge prevailing assump-
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tions because the interpersonal and career risks typically asso-
ciated with speaking up are weakened [11, 59].

Safety science highlights psychological safety as a vital link
between broader safety climate, leadership, and safety behav-
iors such as voice, participation, and compliance. This con-
nection carries significant implications for promoting worker
well-being and preventing accidents [32, 7, 42, 45, 53]. It is
situated within a larger psychosocial safety climate that repre-
sents organizational efforts to safeguard mental health and
foster support. Recent reviews indicate that this climate influ-
ences motivation, engagement, and safety-related actions
through psychological safety, an essential interpersonal ele-
ment [1, 10, 19, 23, 56].

Importantly, psychological safety is widely considered an
individual perception; it varies across teams and contexts de-
pending on workplace climate strength and stability [17, 26].
Its importance extends to healthcare, where it relates to patient
safety and error reporting, both crucial for performance and
harm reduction [25, 35, 43, 48] Overall, psychological safety
is a relational mechanism through which organizational cli-
mates and leadership shape voice, learning, and performance,
and it is context-dependent and impactful in both general and
safety-critical environments.

2.1. Hierarchy and Positional Advantage: Why
Supervisors May Feel Safer

Organizational hierarchy shapes psychological safety by
changing risks and consequences of speaking up, often giving
supervisors clear advantages that lower their interpersonal
vulnerability. Psychologically safe workspaces rely on
whether employees feel they can raise concerns or admit mis-
takes without facing negative consequences [13, 40]. This ap-
proach is relevant because supervisors have more discretion,
influence, and access to information, which boosts their con-
fidence that their contributions will be valued. As such, these
resources help reduce fears about speaking up and explain
why supervisors typically report higher psychological safety
than non-supervisors.

Research shows that employees weigh the interpersonal and
career costs of voicing concerns, which tend to be higher for
those with less power or protection [11, 51, 59]. Supervisors
are less vulnerable to retaliation because of their authority and
networks. Hierarchy also creates unique, informational, and
psychological distance between leaders and followers, result-
ing in different perceptions of workplace conditions [29, 37,
61]. These perceptual differences matter. Supervisors' posi-
tional privilege may shield them from day-to-day frictions, in-
formal sanctions, and relational risks employees face when of-
fering upward feedback, voicing disagreement, or challenging
ideas. Leadership dynamics reinforce these gaps. Even well-
intended leaders sometimes react defensively to employee
feedback or see discourse as a threat to their competence. This
discourages employees from speaking out and undermines
psychological safety, while supervisors remain unaware that
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the workplace feels unsafe to those below them [15].

Social exchange theories suggest that leader—member rela-
tionship quality affects employee openness, but the benefits
and protections these relationships provide are often uneven.
Supervisory status often grants better access to support, infor-
mation, and discretion, making risk-taking feel safer [1, 2, 4,
6]. Overall, research testifies that supervisors' higher psycho-
logical safety is less about personal traits and more about their
hierarchical position—an advantage that comes from deci-
sion-making authority, informational control, and lower vul-
nerability to negative social or career consequences. Im-
portantly, closing the psychological safety gap involves more
than encouraging supervisors to be supportive or training em-
ployees to speak up. It requires organizational structures that
foster transparency, strengthen upward communication, and
reduce the risks employees face when raising relevant work-
place concerns [12, 53, 57].

2.1.1. Compositional Explanations: Demographics,
Socioeconomic Resources, and Selection into
Supervision

While higher psychological safety among supervisors can
partly be attributed to their hierarchical position, another per-
spective suggests that the supervisor—employee gap comes
from compositional differences, such as demographic and so-
cioeconomic variations. Supervisors are not randomly se-
lected. Promotion to leadership roles depends on varying or-
ganizational systems and labor-market stratification that favor
education, experience, and socioeconomic status. These pat-
terns are relevant because psychologically safe workspaces
depend on perceptions of vulnerability, role legitimacy, and
resource access, which help buffer interpersonal and career
risks [13, 36]. Employees with greater socioeconomic re-
sources, such as higher income, may feel more control over
their circumstances, making speaking up feel less risky and
more viable. Employee voice decisions are based on cost—ben-
efit analyses cultivated by risks of retaliation and likelihood
of positive outcomes, signaling that these calculations are af-
fected by status and resources [11, 59].

Education and age bolster credibility, confidence, and risk
tolerance, increasing perceptions of safety independently of
formal supervisor status [16, 17]. Demographics like sex and
race matter primarily because bias, unequal treatment, and
credibility issues can heighten the risks for marginalized
groups, lowering their sense of safety even when communica-
tion norms appear open [29, 37]. Social exchange theory sug-
gests that supportive supervisor—employee relationships foster
openness, but unevenness in relationships among demo-
graphic groups could explain disparities in psychological
safety [1, 4, 6].

In safety-critical environments, these effects are especially
important because speaking up often involves reporting haz-
ards or unsafe practices. Safety climate influences whether
workers feel safe to raise concerns, but these effects may vary
by occupation and demographic groups since lower-status
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roles emphasize difference and carry higher costs for voicing
concerns [1, 23, 53]. Research indicates that psychosocial
safety climate influences motivation and safety behavior
through employee perceptions of support [12, 38, 45]. Overall,
if supervisors differ systematically from non-supervisors in
income, education, age, and demographics, safety gaps may
reflect who becomes a supervisor rather than the actual role
itself. This matters for intervention strategies: compositional
explanations suggest improving equitable access to advance-
ment, while positional ones point toward redesigning unique
structures and employee voice systems to reduce rank reliance.

Since these explanations are often confounded in observa-
tional research, this case study tests the compositional account
that controls for demographic factors and using Blinder—Oa-
xaca decomposition to estimate how much of the safety gap
comes from observable characteristics versus unique role-
based factors [5, 41]. The decomposition shows that demo-
graphic and socioeconomic factors account for only a small
portion of the supervisor—employee psychological safety gap,
highlighting the relevance of role-related dynamics in explain-
ing the remaining difference.

2.1.2. Testing the Compositional Explanation:
Blinder—Oaxaca Decomposition

A central issue in psychological safety research is not just
confirming varying perceptions across organizational roles
but also understanding why these differences exist and persist.
Researchers have recognized that social context and role-
based power influence psychological safety, which can differ
within the same organization based on individuals' status, op-
portunities to voice concerns, and exposure to interpersonal
risks [11, 30]. Studies also show that supervisors and employ-
ees often have contrasting views about workplace conditions,
relational environments, and leadership processes. These dif-
ferences stem from informational gaps, status-based filtering,
and varying vulnerability to negative outcomes [29, 37].

Thus, supervisor-employee gap perceptions matter both
theoretically and practically. Supervisors' higher safety per-
ceptions may reflect genuine role advantages but could also
lead supervisors to overestimate how safe it is for employees
to speak openly, misinterpret silence as agreement, underesti-
mate voice barriers, and, more importantly, assume that for-
mal openness systems work when they aren’t [11, 59].

Yet, simply identifying a perception gap doesn’t reveal its
roots. This is complicated by the fact that demographic and
socioeconomic factors influence who becomes a supervisor,
meaning observed gaps may result from both positional and
compositional factors [16, 17]. Therefore, robust methods are
necessary to disentangle the effects of observable characteris-
tics from structural and unobserved role-related factors. Most
current research uses regression analysis to test whether su-
pervisory status predicts psychological safety while control-
ling for variables such as age, education, and income. Hierar-
chical regression helps determine whether supervisory status
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explains additional variance in safety perceptions beyond de-
mographic and occupational factors and is a common ap-
proach in relevant organizational studies [17, 36]. However,
regression models cannot clarify how much of the supervisor—
employee difference comes from demographics versus role-
based advantages. Even when supervisory status remains sta-
tistically significant after adjusting for other factors, regres-
sion does not decompose gaps into explained and unexplained
components. It can also obscure meaningful group differences
by focusing on conditional associations rather than disparity
sources.

To address this, the case study combines regression controls
with the Blinder—Oaxaca decomposition, an analytical frame-
work originally developed to explain group disparities in var-
ying labor markets [5, 41]. This method breaks down the av-
erage difference in outcomes between groups—such as super-
visors and non-supervisors—into two parts: (a) an explained
component, reflecting differences in observed characteristics
such as education, income, and age, and (b) an unexplained
component, reflecting differences in coefficients or unmeas-
ured factors that may signal structural or role-based ad-
vantages [5, 41].

By analyzing whether gaps derive from composition or po-
sition, this approach assesses different explanations for varia-
tions in psychological safety. Applying decomposition here is
particularly useful because it supports current efforts to move
beyond simply showing that psychological safety predicts
voice and learning and toward understanding the structural
factors that facilitate or hinder it [13, 36]. For example, re-
search on voice shows that employees' willingness to speak up
depends on whether perceived personal and career-related
risks feel manageable, and that these perceptions are shaped
by power, status, and managerial responses [11, 59]. Addition-
ally, safety and occupational health studies reveal that broader
psychosocial safety cultures and leadership behaviors influ-
ence whether employees feel comfortable raising concerns, re-
porting hazards, and participating in safety practices— pro-
cesses that can vary systematically across varying hierarchical
levels and demographic groups [1, 12, 23, 53].

Together, findings from studies suggest that psychological
safety gaps may stem from unequal access to voice protection,
influence, and information within organizational hierarchies.

By closing the gap, researchers can empirically assess
whether demographic factors account for safety disparities or
whether supervisory roles are inherently protected and wield
more power than employees. Decomposition serves not only
as a statistical technique but also as a methodological tool to
test theories of the influence of structure and hierarchy on psy-
chological safety and to inform targeted interventions. If de-
mographic factors explain most of the difference, organiza-
tions should prioritize equitable promotion, representation,
and development. If gaps persist without explanation, struc-
tural reforms—such as increasing transparency, participation,
protections for upward communication, and safe channels for
raising concerns—are necessary [ 12, 52, 60]. Using regression
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controls alongside Blinder—Oaxaca decomposition provides a
comprehensive, theory-based approach to understanding and
reducing the supervisor-employee psychological safety gap,
transitioning from mere observation to understanding its root
causes and potential solutions.

2.2. Conceptual Model

Figure | summarizes the study’s central argument: the su-
pervisor—employee psychological safety gap is expected to re-
flect positional advantages associated with hierarchical role
occupancy rather than varying differences in demographic
composition. Psychological safety refers to individuals’ per-
ceptions of the interpersonal risks associated with speaking up,
admitting mistakes, and requesting support, and has been
linked to employee voice and learning behaviors [13, 16, 36].
From an approach—inhibition perspective, formal power is
theorized to be associated with greater approach-oriented
tendencies and lower inhibition, rendering interpersonal risk-
taking more manageable for employees who work in supervi-
sory roles [3, 8, 24, 44].

Additionally, the conservation of resources theory concep-
tualizes hierarchy as an unequal distribution of valued organ-
izational resources (e.g., autonomy, information, social sup-
port, job security). Supervisory roles may therefore provide
resource “‘caravans” that buffer potential employee losses as-
sociated with voice and workplace discourse, thereby contrib-
uting to higher perceived psychological safety [18, 20-22]. To-
gether, these perspectives support the expectation that super-
visory status is positively associated with psychological safety
even after accounting for demographic and occupational char-
acteristics, and that decomposition analyses will indicate min-
imal compositional explanation of the observed supervisor—
employee PS gap.

Hierarchical Position
(Supervisor vs. Non-Supervisor)

| — Perceived Psychological Safety

— Employee Voice Behavior

| (Optional Extension)

Perceived Power Perceived Resource Security and Felt Influence and Access to
Organizational Resources

(Approach—Inhibition (Conservation of Resources Theory) Theory of Power)

Figure 1. Conceptual Model of the Supervisor—Employee Psycholog-
ical Safety Gap.

2.3. Contributions of the Present Study

This case study advances understanding of psychological
safety, hierarchy, and employee voice in several ways. It
builds on foundational research defining psychological safety
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as essential for interpersonal risk-taking, learning, and perfor-
mance [13] by presenting direct evidence of a perception gap
between supervisors and employees in a modern professional
sample. Consistent with meta-analyses linking psychological
safety to enhanced learning, engagement, and performance
[16, 36], findings reveal that supervisory status strongly pre-
dicts psychological safety, even after controlling for demo-
graphic factors such as age, education, income, sex, race, or
occupational field. This approach aligns with research on em-
ployee voice, which demonstrates that employees speaking up
involves weighing costs and benefits shaped by perceived in-
terpersonal and career risks. These risks are affected by hier-
archical position and anticipated organizational responses [11,
59].

Findings confirm that workplace psychological safety is
shaped by organizational climate and leadership, which influ-
ences employee likelihood of raising concerns and participat-
ing in safety practices [1, 10, 23, 53]. This study contributes
to this understanding by applying the Blinder—Oaxaca decom-
position—originally used to examine labor-market dispari-
ties—to split the psychological safety gap between supervi-
sors and employees into explained (composition-based) and
unexplained (position-based) components. Regression analy-
sis shows that supervisory roles predict safety independently
of demographic factors, while decomposition tests whether
the gap comes from roles or individual characteristics.

Demographics account for almost none of the gap, while
the unexplained portion accounts for nearly all of it. This ap-
proach supports structural explanations involving hierarchical
power and resource access, consistent with the Approach—In-
hibition Theory of Power, which suggests that power encour-
ages approach behaviors while low power leads to inhibition,
affecting perceived safety [8, 24, 44]. This also aligns with
Conservation of Resources theory, which relates resource ac-
cess and vulnerability to risk-taking [18, 20-22, 34].

These results shift focus from demographic factors to role-
and system-level interventions—such as increasing transpar-
ency, protecting voice, and sharing influence—that reduce
risks of speaking up across varying organizational hierarchies.
We develop hypotheses centered on positional mechanisms
and treat demographic predictors as controls, giving mixed ev-
idence on demographic psychological safety correlates.

Building on the Approach—Inhibition Theory of Power and
the Conservation of Resources In this paper, we propose the
following hypotheses: We focus on hypotheses related to po-
sitional mechanisms and consider demographic characteristics
mainly as covariates. Based on the approach—inhibition theory
of power and the conservation of resources theory, we suggest:

H]1. Supervisory status is positively associated with psycho-
logical safety; supervisors will report higher psychological
safety than non-supervisors.

H?2. The association between supervisory status and psy-
chological safety remains positive and statistically robust after
accounting for demographic and occupational characteristics
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(age, education, household income, sex, race, and occupa-
tional field).

H3. Household income is positively associated with psy-
chological safety, net of supervisory status and other covari-
ates.

H4. After accounting for supervisory status and household
income, remaining demographic and occupational covariates
(age, sex, race, education, and occupational field) will explain
little unique variance in psychological safety.

H5. In a Blinder—Oaxaca decomposition of the supervisor—
employee psychological safety gap, the portion attributable to
observed compositional differences will be small, whereas the
residual (unexplained) component will account for most of the

gap.

2.3.1. Theoretical Framework: The Role of Power
and Resources Approach—Inhibition Theory

The Approach—Inhibition Theory of Power holds that
power shapes motivation and cognition by activating an ap-
proach system that promotes action, confidence, and reward
sensitivity, while low power engages an inhibition system
linked to vigilance and constrained organization behavior [24].
This model outlines why psychological safety might vary
across hierarchical levels, even when supervisors and non-su-
pervisors share demographic similarities.

Because supervisors have greater authority, discretion, and
control over resources, their positions tend to promote ap-
proach behaviors—reducing interpersonal risks and increas-
ing their willingness to act, speak, and influence others [3, 44].
In turn, non-supervisory employees are more likely to be in-
hibition-oriented because they possess less power and greater
vulnerability to social or career consequences, making speak-
ing up riskier and psychologically less safe. Findings from re-
cent research support the principle that power increases posi-
tive effect, reward focus, and disinhibition, while low power
heightens threat sensitivity and constraint, creating systematic
safety perceptions differences across varying hierarchical lev-
els [8].

2.3.2. Conservation of Resources Theory

COR theory outlines why psychological safety varies
across hierarchical roles. It posits that people seek to gain, pro-
tect, and develop valued resources and experience stress when
these resources are threatened or lost [20, 21]. In organizations,
people with access to autonomy, influence, status, information,
and support are more likely to manage risk and act proactively,
while those with fewer resources tend to be more cautious and
defensive to avoid or mitigate loss [2, 18, 22, 49]. Psycholog-
ical safety serves as both a resource and a social condition that
helps employees conserve and build resources by reducing so-
cial uncertainty and encouraging organizational help-seeking,
error reporting, and speaking up [13, 16, 36].

When workplace safety is high, employees are willing to
invest in voice and learning without fear of embarrassment,
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reputational damage, or strained relationships. However, per-
ceptions of low safety lead employees to conserve resources
through organizational silence, avoiding discourse, and threat
exposure reduction [13, 58, 59]. This aligns with COR expla-
nations of defensive behavior, in which insecurity triggers
self-protective choices to conserve threatened resources [50].

In high-stakes settings, these dynamics matter because rais-
ing concerns often carries the risk of retaliation or sanctions.
Climates that protect psychological health and foster safety
can enhance participation and reduce perceived risks of loss
[1,12,23,53].

2.4. Methods

2.4.1. Sample and Procedure

The analytical sample consisted of 183 working profession-
als recruited through Cloud Research, who completed data on
all study variables. Participants completed an online survey
assessing psychological safety perceptions, supervisory status,
and demographic characteristics. Compensation was $3.50 for
approximately 15 minutes of participation. The sample in-
cluded 62 supervisors (33.9%) and 121 non-supervisors
(66.1%). Participants were 56.8% female and 72.1% White,
with a mean age of 38.1 years (SD = 9.6, range = 20-65). Ed-
ucation levels included: 10.4% high school diploma or less,
27.9% some college or associate degree, 42.6% bachelor's de-
gree, and 19.1% graduate degree. Mean household income
was $86,300 (SD = $57,100). Occupation fields included
STEM/IT (22.4%), Business/Finance (16.9%), Healthcare
(8.7%), Education (7.7%), Public Service (8.2%), and Other
(36.1%).

2.4.2. Measures

Psychological safety. We defined “team” as the participant’s
closest work group—the individuals they collaborate with
most often, share goals or deliverables with, and rely on to
complete key tasks. Participants were instructed to answer all
“team” questions for this work unit, not the entire organization.
This perspective aligns with viewing psychological safety as
a shared, immediate aspect of the work environment. Psycho-
logical safety was assessed using a 10-item scale adapted from
[13]. Participants rated items on a 5-point scale from 1
(Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree). A sample item is
"Members of this team are able to bring up problems and
tough issues." One item was reverse-coded ("If you make a
mistake on this team, it is often held against you"). The scale
demonstrated excellent internal consistency (o =.927). Scores
were computed as the mean across all items, with higher
scores indicating greater perceived psychological safety.

2.5. Supervisory Status

Participants indicated whether they have supervisory re-
sponsibilities in their current role (Yes/No). Responses were
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coded as 1 = Supervisor, 0 = non-supervisor.

2.5.1. Demographic Variables

Age was measured in years (continuous). Education was
coded on a 4-level ordinal scale: 1 = High school diploma or
less; 2 = Some college or associate degree; 3 = Bachelor's de-
gree; 4 = Graduate degree. Household income was measured
in categorical ranges and converted to midpoint values in
thousands of dollars (e.g., $50,000-$74,999 = $62.5k). Sex
was coded as 1 = Female, 0 = Male. Race was coded as 1 =
White, 0 = Non-White. The Occupation field was dummy
coded into five categories (Education, Healthcare, Public

Service, STEM/IT, Business/Finance), with "Other" as the
reference category.

2.5.2. Analytical Approach

All analyses were conducted in R Version 4.5.2 [46]. To
evaluate whether the supervisor-employee psychological
safety gap reflects role-linked differences rather than compo-
sitional differences, we used two complementary approaches.
First, we estimated hierarchical multiple regression models
predicting psychological safety. Model 1 included demo-
graphic and occupational covariates (age, education, house-
hold income, sex, race, and occupational field indicators).
Model 2 added supervisory status. Hypotheses 1-2 were eval-
uated by the sign and statistical significance of the supervi-
sory-status coefficient and the incremental variance explained
when supervisory status was introduced. Hypotheses 3—4 were
evaluated using the estimated effects of household income and
the remaining covariates in the full model.

Second, we applied the Blinder—Oaxaca decomposition [5,
41]. to partition raw supervisor—employee differences in psy-
chological safety into (a) an explained component attributable
to between-group differences in observed covariates (compo-
sition) and (b) an unexplained component attributable to dif-
ferential returns to those characteristics and unobserved fac-
tors (i.e., a residual component often interpreted as consistent
with role-linked or structural differences, but not causal). We
implemented a twofold decomposition using the non-supervi-
sor coefficient structure as the reference and assessed uncer-
tainty via bootstrap confidence intervals (5,000 resamples).

3. Results

3.1. Preliminary Analyses: Do Supervisors
Differ Demographically

Before examining predictors of psychological safety, we
tested whether supervisors systematically differ from non-su-
pervisors on demographic characteristics. Contrary to compo-
sition-based expectations, the two groups did not significantly
differ on any demographic variable. Supervisors and non-su-
pervisors showed similar ages (Ms =37.6 vs. 38.3,t=-45,p
=.650,d =-.07), education levels (Ms =2.85 vs. 2.63, = 1.63,
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p =.105, d =.25), household incomes (Ms = $78.0k vs. $90.6k,
t=-1.41, p=.160, d = -0.22), gender composition (53.2% vs.
58.7% female, x*=.30, p = .584), and racial composition (64.5%
vs. 76.0% White, y?> = 2.16, p = .141). Notably, non-supervi-
sors reported slightly higher mean incomes than supervisors,
although this difference was not statistically significant.

Supervisors reported significantly higher psychological
safety than non-supervisors (Ms = 4.02 vs. 3.75, d =.34), con-
sistent with the perception gap established in past research.

This gap of .28 points on the 5-point scale represents the
total difference to be explained by subsequent analyses.

3.1.1. Hierarchical Regression Results

Table 1 presents the hierarchical regression results. Model
1, containing only demographic controls, was not statistically

significant, F(10, 172) = 1.40, p =.183, R?=.075.

Only household income emerged as a significant predictor
in this model (B =.003, p =.008). Adding supervisory status in
Model 2 significantly improved model fit, AR? =.032,
Fchange(1, 171) = 6.12, p =.014. The full model was statisti-
cally significant, F(11, 171) = 1.87, p =.047, R?=.107. Super-
visory status was a significant positive predictor (B =33, f
=.39, p <.05), indicating that supervisors scored .33 points
higher on psychological safety after controlling for all demo-
graphic variables. Household income remained significant (B
=.004, = .24, p <.01), each with $10,000 increase in income
associated with a .04-point increase in psychological safety.
Education showed a marginally significant negative effect (B
=-.14, p=-.15, p >.05), contrary to prediction. Age, sex, race,
and occupation were not significant predictors.

Table 1. Hierarchical Regression Predicting Psychological Safety.

Variable B SE p
Constant 3.90 31 —
Age -.00 .01 -.00
Education -.14 .07 -.15
Income ($k) .004 .001 24
Female -.19 12 -23
White .03 .14 .03
Supervisor 35 13 42

t p 95% CI
12.47 <001 [3.28,4.51]
-.06 956 [-.01,.01]
-1.97 051 [-.28,.00]
3.19 0027 [.001,.006]
-1.58 115 [-.43,.05]
19 846 [-25,.30]
2.68 008 [.09,.60]

Notes: N = 183. fp <.10, *p <.05, **p <.01. Model R> =.097, Adjusted R> =.067, F(6, 176) = 3.17, p =.006.

3.1.2. Blinder-Oaxaca Decomposition Results

To further distinguish whether the supervisor—employee
psychological safety gap reflects differences in observed com-
position versus residual, role-linked differences, we applied a
Blinder—Oaxaca decomposition (Table 2). Table 2 reports the
Blinder—Oaxaca decomposition of the supervisor—employee
gap in psychological safety. The raw difference between su-
pervisors and non-supervisors was .279 points. The explained
(compositional) component was approximately zero (—.001;
—0.3% of the gap) and not statistically different from zero (95%
CI [-.155, .153])). In turn, the unexplained component ac-
counted for essentially the entire difference (.279; 100.3%)
and was statistically significant (95% CI [.015, .559]). Ob-
served demographic and occupational factors explained essen-
tially none of the gap (explained component = 0%; small neg-
ative values can occur due to sampling and model estimation),
whereas the unexplained component accounted for virtually
all the difference.

Note that small negative or above-100 percentage shares can
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occur in Oaxaca decompositions due to sampling variation and
estimation/rounding, particularly when the explained component
is near zero. Together, results indicate that observed demographic
and occupational characteristics do not account for the supervi-
sor-employee gap; instead, the disparity is concentrated within
the residual component, consistent with unmeasured role-linked
factors and/or differential returns to observed characteristics. As
with all decomposition analyses, the unexplained component
should be interpreted as a residual difference rather than defini-
tive evidence of a causal role effect.

Further inspection of the explained component suggested
offsetting contributions across covariates. Income contributed
negatively (—13.7%) because supervisors reported slightly
lower incomes than non-supervisors, which would be ex-
pected to decrease (not increase) psychological safety. Gender
composition contributed positively (+7.3%) because the su-
pervisor group included fewer women, and women reported
lower psychological safety on average. These opposing con-
tributions largely cancelled each other out, yielding a near-
zero net explained component.
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Table 2. Blinder-Oaxaca Decomposition of the Supervisor-Employee Perception Gap.

Component Estimate
Total gap 279
Explained (Composition) -.001
Unexplained (Role-linked / Unobserved factors) 279

% of Gap 95% CI
100.0% —

-3% [-.16,.15]
100.3% [.02,.56]*

Notes: Bootstrap 95% Cls based on 5,000 iterations. Reference group: Non-supervisor coefficients. *CI excludes zero, indicating statistical

significance.

3.2. Summary of Hypothesis Tests

Findings from research supported the positional account.
Supervisory status was positively associated with psycholog-
ical safety (supporting H1) and remained positive and statisti-
cally meaningful after adjusting for demographic and occupa-
tional covariates (supporting H2). Household income was pos-
itively associated with psychological safety net of supervisory
status and controls (supporting H3). Consistent with H4, the
remaining demographic and occupational covariates (age, sex,
race, education, and occupational field) explained little unique
variance in psychological safety once supervisory status and
income were included. H5, however, was not supported: the
explained component of the Blinder—Oaxaca decomposition
was not statistically different from zero, indicating that ob-
served compositional differences accounted for little to none
of the supervisor—employee gap.

4. Limitations and Future Research

This case study has several limitations that are worth noting.

First, a cross-sectional design cannot establish causality. Alt-
hough we interpret the supervisor effect as reflecting posi-
tional advantages, it remains a possibility that employees with
higher perceptions of psychological safety are later promoted
to supervisory roles. However, this alternative explanation
would still support a positional rather than compositional ac-
count—the perception advantage would accrue upon promo-
tion rather than reflect pre-existing characteristics. Longitudi-
nal research tracking employees before and after promotion to
supervisory roles would help disentangle these possibilities.
Second, the sample was recruited via cloud research online
platforms, which may not reflect all organizational contexts.
While cloud research generally provides a more diverse pool
than convenience samples, participants may still differ from
wider working populations in ways that affect generalizability.
Future research should replicate these results using probability
sampling methods and within specific organizational environ-
ments.

Third, household income as an indicator of financial secu-
rity has notable limitations. It does not account for debt, de-
pendents, regional cost-of-living differences, or other factors
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that affect employees’ financial security. Moreover, income
was categorized and then assigned midpoint values, which can
introduce measurement error. Future research should incorpo-
rate more comprehensive assessments of financial security or
economic stress. Fourth, this study did not examine specific
mechanisms by which supervisory positions confer psycho-
logical safety advantages. Our decomposition shows that the
gap is positional, but future research could examine why—
testing whether decision-making authority, information access,
span of control, or leader-member relationship quality with
senior leadership mediate the supervisor advantage.

Fifth, the marginally significant negative effect of educa-
tion was unexpected and contrary to predictions. More edu-
cated workers may have higher expectations for voice and par-
ticipation, creating a gap between expectations and reality. Al-
ternatively, they may be more critical evaluators of their work
environment or work in contexts with different safety norms.
Future research should explore this finding using larger sam-
ples and more nuanced measures of educational background
and job characteristics. Finally, future research should test
whether organizational interventions can extend positional
benefits to non-supervisory employees. Field experiments that
implement voice mechanisms, information-sharing protocols,
or participative decision-making structures could provide
causal evidence on whether structural changes close the per-
ception gap. Such research would bridge the gap between our
descriptive findings and actionable organizational practice.

5. Conclusions

Supervisor—employee psychological safety gaps appear pri-
marily residual rather than compositional, consistent with
role-linked differences associated with supervisory status. Su-
pervisory status was associated with higher psychological
safety even after accounting for a broad set of demographic
and occupational covariates. Consistent with this pattern, the
Blinder—Oaxaca decomposition indicated that supervisor—em-
ployee gaps are not explained by observed differences in
group composition but concentrated in the residual component,
which captures differential returns and unobserved, role-
linked factors. The near-zero explained component is relevant
cause it implies that gaps are expected to persist, particularly
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when leaders and followers were matched on observed char-
acteristics such as age, education, income, sex, race, and oc-
cupational field. This pattern effectively aligns with structural
accounts of hierarchy: supervisory roles typically provide
greater discretion, informational access, and protection from
interpersonal and career penalties associated with discord,
conditions that elevate perceived psychological safety relative
to non-supervisory roles.

Household income emerged as a positive correlate of PS,
net of supervisory status. This finding is consistent with re-
source-based perspectives in which financial security reduces
perceived downside risks and reduces threats from speaking
up. Importantly, income association appears to operate across
hierarchical levels rather than simply proxying for supervisory
position. As such, PS gap reductions require interventions to
address perceived costs of upward employee voice, like
strengthening anti-retaliation protections, enhancing em-
ployee decision-making, transparency, and improving pro-
cesses for employee concerns, rather than approaches that fo-
cus primarily on who occupies supervisory roles.
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