Research Proposal 

The influence of autocratic and democratic leadership styles on psychological safety in warehouse settings.















Aleksandra Szczecinska
2231076
BMSW6009
Word Count: 1639
Table of Contents
1. Introduction	3
2. Objectives and research questions	3
2.1 Aim	3
2.2 Objectives	3
2.3 Research Questions	4
3. Literature review	4
4. Methodology	6
4.1 Research approach	6
4.2 Research design	6
4.3 Sampling	6
4.4 Data collection	7
4.5 Data analysis	7
4.6 Ethical considerations	7
4.7 Reflexivity	7
4.8 Limitations	8
5. Gantt Chart	8
6. References	8




[bookmark: _Toc221209949]




[bookmark: _Toc222515755]1. Introduction
A leader’s behaviour influences employees’ attitudes, behaviour, and approach to work (Hubbart, 2024). In operational environments such as warehouses, leadership practices are particularly important due to the presence of hierarchical structures, time pressure, and physical and psychological risks. (Hennum Nilsson et al., 2025) Psychological safety is crucial in this context, as it encourages employees to communicate openly without worrying about negative outcomes.
While existing research has examined leadership styles and psychological safety across a range of organisational contexts, there remains limited understanding of how warehouse employees perceive leadership behaviour and how these perceptions influence sense of psychological safety.

This research therefore aims to explore how autocratic and democratic leadership styles influence psychological safety among employees working in warehouse settings. By adopting a qualitative approach, the study seeks to provide insight into employee’s experiences and contribute to a deeper understanding of leadership behaviour in operational environments.

[bookmark: _Toc221209950][bookmark: _Toc222515756]2. Objectives and research questions 
[bookmark: _Toc221209951][bookmark: _Toc222515757]2.1 Aim 
To explore how autocratic and democratic leadership styles influence psychological safety among employees working in warehouse settings. 
[bookmark: _Toc221209952][bookmark: _Toc222515758]2.2 Objectives 

· To critically review literature on autocratic and democratic leadership style and psychological safety. 
· To explore warehouse employee’s perceptions of autocratic and democratic leadership behaviours.
· To examine how these leadership style influence employees’ sense of psychological safety. 
· To identify leadership behaviours that enable or hinder psychological safety in warehouse environment. 

[bookmark: _Toc221209953][bookmark: _Toc222515759]2.3 Research Questions  

1. How do warehouse employees perceive autocratic and democratic leadership styles?
2. How does autocratic leadership behaviour influence psychological safety in warehouse settings?
3. How does democratic leadership behaviour influence psychological safety in warehouse settings?

[bookmark: _Toc221209954][bookmark: _Toc222515760]3. Literature review 
As noted by Nahrgang, Morgeson and Hofmann (2011) leadership behaviour has been shown to play a significant role in shaping safety-related communication and employee behaviour in operational environments. In recent years, increasing attention has been given to the concept of psychological safety, which highlights the importance of creating work environments where employees feel safe to speak up without fear of negative consequences. Grosse et al. (2015) noted that research in production and logistics has increasingly recognised the importance of human and psychological factors within operational environments. Existing literature has limited research on how frontline employees interpret leadership styles and how employee experience influences psychological safety. This review therefore examines key literature on autocratic and democratic leadership, psychological safety, and employee voice to establish a foundation for the proposed study.
According to Rosing, Boer and Buengeler (2022) autocratic leadership focuses on leaders making decisions alone while maintaining strong control, usually within rigid hierarchical structures whereas democratic leadership allows employees to take part in decisions, leading to better engagement and job satisfaction (Mphaluwa et al., 2025). Lewin, Lippitt and White, (1939) demonstrated that leadership style directly influences organisational climate and employee behaviour, suggesting that leadership approaches which restrict participation may limit communication and the exchange of ideas. Poor communication may weaken relationships and limit learning.
As noted by Clarke et al. (2025) a leader’s behaviour plays a major role in shaping healthy communication in an organisation leading to the creation of a positive communication climate that supports a sense of belonging and trust, in which employees feel safe to express views openly. In contrast, controlling leadership behaviours may discourage open dialogue and reduce employee's perception to raise concerns.(Detert and Burris, 2007) These findings highlight the importance of leadership behaviour in influencing how safe employees feel when communicating within the workplace.
Psychological safety allows individuals to take risks, share views, and give constructive feedback without fear of negative consequences, ultimately Edmondson (1999) noted that this phenomenon is positively linked to how employees acquire and process information, as well as to behaviour, especially regarding developmental needs and the sharing of experience . Psychological safety functions as a mediating factor and is shaped by leaders’ responses to mistakes, questions, and concerns. When employees perceive leader responses as supportive rather than punitive, they are more likely to engage (Edmondson, 1999).
Employee voice refers to employees choosing to speak up with ideas, concerns, or suggestions intended to support organisational improvement. Research suggests that employees make deliberate decisions about whether to speak up based on perceived risks and leadership responses (Morrison, 2011). A widely observed phenomenon is that employees may choose not to speak up when fear is involved, particularly fear of negative consequences, damage to reputation, or even job loss. This perspective helps explain how leadership behaviour affects whether employees speak up at work.
Warehouse operations are influenced by human factors, including psychosocial aspects such as stress and motivation, which can affect employee psychological safety and communication (Grosse et al., 2017). Warehouse work is typically characterised by repetitive physical tasks, performance targets, time pressure, and a strong emphasis on safety. These conditions require not only physical effort but also mental attention.  Research provides that relationships with leaders are particularly important in such contexts, as supportive leadership behaviours contribute to communication, trust, and resilience, all of which are closely linked to psychological safety (Frazier et al., 2017). Furthermore, workplace safety and a positive psychosocial safety climate have been identified as essential components of healthy working environments, where leaders are important in creating an environment that prioritises safety and employee support. (Dong, Li and Hernan, 2024).
The literature has generally agreed that there is no single best leadership style (Yukl, 2012), and that the effectiveness of leaders depends on the followers and the organisational climate. Leadership practices are closely connected to organisational success and the psychological safety of employees (Ratnayake and Amarasinghe, 2025) which supports communication, trust, and a sense of belonging. Psychological safety supports speaking up which is influenced by ethical leader (Clarke et al., 2025) and effective workplace safety climate reduces stress and negative behaviours (Akbolat et al., 2022)
One of the noticeable gaps in the literature is that most studies use quantitative research methods, which may not be appropriate when employee perceptions and feelings are involved. Additionally, there is limited research on how employees perceive autocratic and democratic leadership styles and how this influence psychological safety. This highlights the need for qualitative research that explores employee perspectives within warehouse settings.
[bookmark: _Toc221209955][bookmark: _Toc222515761]4. Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc221209956][bookmark: _Toc222515762]4.1 Research approach 
This study adopts a qualitative, idiographic approach to explore individual warehouse employees’ experiences and perceptions of leadership behaviour and psychological safety. An idiographic approach is adopted to focus on individual employee experiences (Smith, 2004) as the study seeks understanding rather than adopting a nomothetic approach focused on generalisation. Thanks to qualitative research, it will be possible to examine employees’ thoughts, feelings, and perceptions Creswell and Creswell (2023) whereas quantitative research would not be able to provide these insights, as behaviours and emotions cannot be effectively measured numerically.
[bookmark: _Toc221209957][bookmark: _Toc222515763]4.2 Research design 
Exploratory research design is used when the aim is to explore not to test or measure (Creswell and Creswell , 2023) also helps to understand experience and meanings. An exploratory research design will be used to gain an in-depth understanding of how autocratic and democratic leadership behaviours are perceived by warehouse employees. This design is suitable given the limited research on psychological safety among frontline warehouse workers.
[bookmark: _Toc221209958][bookmark: _Toc222515764]4.3 Sampling 
A purposive sampling strategy will be adopted to recruit warehouse employees whose experience is relevant to the focus of the study.(Foster Liam et al., 2021) The sample is expected to consist of 8–10 participants including warehouse employees and leaders who have experience working with different leadership styles.  However, data collection will continue until thematic saturation is reached. Members will be interviewed separately to minimise potential power imbalances and to ensure that employees feel comfortable speaking openly. Leaders will not be informed about which employees participate in the study. The perspectives of employees and leaders will be analysed to examine how each group perceives leadership style and psychological safety. 

[bookmark: _Toc221209959][bookmark: _Toc222515765]4.4 Data collection 
Data will be collected through semi-structured interviews, enabling members to explain experiences of leadership behaviours and psychological safety. As the aim of the research is to understand how psychological safety influences warehouse workers, this method of data collection allows for the use of open-ended questions and enables deeper exploration where necessary. As employees experience leadership differently, psychological safety may hold different meanings for different individuals. 
[bookmark: _Toc221209960][bookmark: _Toc222515766]4.5 Data analysis 
Data will be analysed using thematic analysis, following the approach outlined by Braun and Clarke (2022) six step framework. The process will involve: 
· Developing familiarity with the data by reading the interview transcripts.
· Developing initial codes. 
· Identifying themes within the data.
· Adjusting and developing the themes further.
· Naming the themes.
· Developing the final analysis by connecting the themes to the research questions.
[bookmark: _Toc221209961][bookmark: _Toc222515767]4.6 Ethical considerations 
Ethical standards will be upheld by securing informed consent from all members and maintaining anonymity and confidentiality throughout the study. Participants will be made aware of right to withdraw at any time without consequence. Ethical approval will be obtained in line with university requirements before data collection begins.
[bookmark: _Toc222515768]4.7 Reflexivity 
As a qualitative researcher, it is important to recognise that personal experience may influence how data is interpreted.(Berger, 2015) The researcher has previous experience working both as a frontline warehouse employee and as a department manager. This experience provides insight into leadership practices and workplace dynamics within warehouse settings. However, it may also shape expectations or assumptions. To minimise potential bias, reflective notes will be kept throughout the research process, and careful attention will be given to ensure that conclusions are drawn from the data itself rather than personal experience.
[bookmark: _Toc222515769]4.8 Limitations 
The research involves a limited number of participants and examines warehouses within one specific region, which may limit the transferability of findings to other regions with different cultural or organisational characteristics.
[bookmark: _Toc221209962][bookmark: _Toc222515770]5. Gantt Chart 
The research will be conducted between March and July, following a timeline that includes literature review, ethics approval, data collection, data analysis, and final write. Interviews are planned for April, with data analysis and writing taking place in May and June, prior to final submission in July.
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