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Abstract
Failures of listening to individuals raising concerns are often implicated in safety incidents. To bet-
ter understand this and theorize the communicative processes by which safety voice averts harm,
we undertook a conceptual review of “safety listening” in organizations: responses to any voice
that calls for action to prevent harm. Synthesizing research from disparate fields, we found 36
terms/definitions describing safety listening which typically framed it in terms of listeners’ motiva-
tions. These motivational accounts, we propose, are a by-product of the self-report methods used
to study listening (e.g., surveys, interviews), which focus on listening perceptions rather than
actual responses following speaking-up. In contrast, we define safety listening as a behavioral
response to safety voice in organizational contexts to prevent harms. Influenced by cognitive,
interactional, and environmental factors, safety listening may prevent incidents through enabling
cooperative sensemaking processes for building shared awareness and understanding of risks
and hazards.

Paper received 3 September 2023. Received revised March 16, 2024. Accepted March 19, 2024

Corresponding author:
Alyssa M. Pandolfo, Department of Psychological and Behavioural Science, Connaught House, 63-65 Aldwych, London,
WC2B 4EJ, UK.
Email: a.pandolfo@lse.ac.uk

Creative Commons Non Commercial CC BY-NC: This article is distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/

by-nc/4.0/) which permits non-commercial use, reproduction and distribution of the work without further permission
provided the original work is attributed as specified on the SAGE and Open Access page (https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/
nam/open-access-at-sage).

Original Manuscript

Organizational Psychology Review
1–32

© The Author(s) 2024
Article reuse guidelines:

sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/20413866241245276

journals.sagepub.com/home/opr

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0455-496X
mailto:a.pandolfo@lse.ac.uk
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/20413866241245276
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/opr
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F20413866241245276&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-04-13


Plain Language Summary
Numerous global accidents (e.g., Tenerife air disaster), disasters (e.g., Challenger space-shuttle
crash), and scandals (e.g., Enron’s accounting scandal) stem from a shared cause: listeners failing
to act upon legitimate voiced concerns. While research mainly centers on understanding and
encouraging individuals to raise concerns, fewer studies explore listeners’ responses. In this
review, we advocate developing the concept of ‘safety listening’ (listeners’ responses to voice aim-
ing to prevent major harms). Our conceptual review positions safety listening as the necessary
counterpart to safety voice; differentiates safety listening from other listening types (e.g., active
listening); examines its terms/definitions, explanations, and measurements; and explores its influ-
encers (e.g., listener motives) and impacts (e.g., injuries). Scholars have used 36 unique terms/defi-
nitions to describe safety listening (e.g., whistleblower retaliation) and often link it to listeners’
motivations (i.e., they listened because they wanted to). This motivational focus, we argue, is a
by-product of using self-report methods (e.g., surveys, interviews) that elicit perceptions rather
than observing the actual behavioral responses to voice. To advance the literature, we propose
using a standard definition, observing safety listening in real-life data (e.g., 9-1-1 calls, airline tran-
scripts), and exploring mechanisms for how voice and listening cause outcomes (e.g., accidents). In
sum, this review creates the foundation for future research to develop a comprehensive and
cumulative understanding of safety listening and will ultimately contribute to preventing future
accidents and scandals.
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Theory on preventing institutional failures (e.g.,
accidents, scandals) has long emphasized the
importance of stakeholders raising concerns to
address and avert harm (Westrum, 2014).
Accordingly, various research streams on
speaking-up have emerged (Jones et al., 2021),
which have not only primarily focused on safety
voice (Noort et al., 2019), but also incorporated
work on ethical voice (Chen & Treviño, 2023)
and whistleblowing (Blenkinsopp et al., 2019).
The unifying theme across such research is that
individuals voice concerns to elicit action to
address serious breakdowns in organizations and
prevent harm (for parsimony, and due to a
common focus on avoiding harm, we refer to
such phenomena as “safety voice” from herein).

While safety voice acts are necessary to stop
accidents and ensure safety, they are also insuf-
ficient: incident analyses often highlight how
voice can go unheard before and during major
institutional failures (Hald et al., 2020).
Indeed, as illustrated in Table 1, ineffective

listening is identified as a contributory factor
in multiple failures, including the Tenerife air
disaster (583 killed; Weick, 1990), the Bhopal
disaster (500,000 exposed to toxic gas; Taylor,
2014), and the U.S. Gymnastics scandal (300
sexually assaulted; Kirby, 2018). Such cases
illustrate that safety voice is only effective
when followed by “safety listening.”

Understanding why organizations’ members
fail to listen to legitimate and consequential con-
cerns before avoidable failures is acknowledged
as a critical knowledge gap in the organizational
psychology, voice, whistleblowing, and healthcare
literatures (Jones & Kelly, 2014; Vandekerckhove
et al., 2014). We address this in our review, and,
through its undertaking, develop a literature-based
conceptualization of safety listening.

Background
Effective communication within organizations
is crucial for ensuring that safety-related
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Table 1. Example Organizational Disasters Preceded or Prolonged by Listening Failures

Disaster Year(s) Example voice attempt
Example listening
failure Consequences

Tenerife air disaster
(Weick, 1990)

1977 The first officer of a KLM
airplane observed that
the captain had started
takeoff without
clearance and tried to
alert air traffic control
and other aircraft
crews by saying a
phrase that could be
heard either as “We
are at takeoff” or “We
are, uh, taking off”.

Recipients did not
realize this was a
warning and
interpreted the
ambiguous
statement as “We
are now at takeoff
position”.

The KLM collided into
another airplane on
the runway, killing 583
people.

Bhopal disaster
(Taylor, 2014;
Weick, 2010)

1984 One of the Union
Carbide pesticide plant
operators said “Hey
can you smell it? I
swear there’s MIC
[methyl isocyanate; a
highly toxic gas] in the
air”.

The other operators
replied, “It’s not
MIC you can smell,
it’s Flytox
[mosquito spray]”.

At least 30 tons of MIC
were released, over
500,000 people were
exposed, with an
estimated death toll of
15,000 people.

Bundaberg Base
Hospital scandal
(Cleary & Duke,
2019)

2003–2005 The Nurse Unit Manager
emailed the Director of
Medical Services “as
certain very disturbing
scenarios have
occurred” resulting
from Jayant Patel (the
Director of Surgery)’s
behavior.

The Director of
Medical Services
did not respond to
this email.

Patel was tried on three
counts of
manslaughter, pleaded
guilty to concealing
information which
questioned his medical
competence, and was
barred from practicing
medicine in Australia.

U.S. Gymnastics
sex abuse scandal
(BBC News, 2018;
Dator, 2021;
Mack & Lawler,
2017)

1994–2017 In 1999, an athlete told
her coach and trainers
that Larry Nassar (U.S.
Gymnastics’
physiotherapist) was
penetrating her vagina
during treatment for a
hamstring injury.

The coach and
trainers told her
that Nassar was an
Olympic doctor
and knew what he
was doing.

Nasser received a
60-year federal prison
sentence for child
pornography in 2017
and an additional 40–
175 years on seven
counts of criminal
sexual assault in 2018.

Flint water crisis
(CNN Editorial
Research, 2021)

2014–2019 Flint residents brought
jugs of discolored tap
water to a community
forum, complaining the
water was
contaminated and
causing illness.

To assure residents
that the water was
safe, Flint Mayor
Dayne Walling
drank tap water on
television.

Residents filed a federal
class action lawsuit
claiming that state and
city officials knowingly
exposed them to toxic
water.
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information is shared and acted upon (Westrum,
2014), with many models and theories focusing
on linear message transmission from voicers to
listeners. For instance, in their seminal commu-
nication model, Shannon and Weaver (1949)
conceptualize dyadic communication in terms
of voicers encoding and sending messages
using specific channels (e.g., verbal), which
may be negatively impacted by noise (e.g.,
static, disruptions), and is decoded by listeners.
Likewise, at the organizational level, Westrum
(2004)’s information flow theory posits that
organizations with freely flowing risk-related
information across levels are more effective in
addressing problems than organizations charac-
terized by withholding, distorting, or siloing
information.

Scholars have argued that such communica-
tion conceptualizations primarily focus on
message transmission (i.e., voice) rather than
reception (i.e., listening; Macnamara, 2018;
Vandekerckhove et al., 2014). Accordingly, as
communication is an ongoing, interactive, and
iterative process where individuals interpret
and develop the topic being communicated,
scholars (e.g., Schramm, 1955) have extended
the Shannon and Weaver model to include feed-
back from receivers to senders. For example,
one feedback type may be “third turn repairs”
where listeners try to confirm understandings
and/or correct misunderstandings between
interlocutors (Schegloff, 1992).

Like the wider communication literature,
research on safety in teams and organizations
has primarily explored how safety-related infor-
mation (e.g., about hazards) is shared, rather
than how it is listened to. Notably, safety
research has focused on safety voice, which is
generally conceptualized in terms of discretion-
ary, typically upward communication where
individuals raise significant concerns about
potential harms to those who can intervene or
escalate the problem. Safety voice studies
have typically examined speaking-up with
safety-related information (Noort et al., 2019),
or incorporated related concepts like employee
voice (Morrison, 2014); whistleblowing

(Near & Miceli, 1985); voice in action teams
(Krenz & Burtscher, 2021); and ethical voice
(Chen & Treviño, 2022).

As safety voice is considered essential for
ensuring information flow about hazards, risks,
and potential safety improvements, investigations
have generally focused on speaking-up’s antece-
dents (Chamberlin et al., 2017). Common findings
are that individuals often engage in voice acts
depending on their attitudes and skills for man-
aging safety (Salas et al., 2020) and psychological
safety where they believe speaking-up will lead to
change (Morrison, 2014) and will not result in
negative consequences (Edmondson, 2018).
However, while safety voice is an increasingly
well understood phenomenon (Bazzoli &
Curcuruto, 2021), the mechanism by which it pre-
vents accidents and harms—namely, safety listen-
ing—is less examined (Vandekerckhove et al.,
2014). This is a significant gap: it is essential to
understand the factors that determine how and
whether voice is heard, understood, and
responded to (Barlow et al., 2019) to explain
how safety voice can best achieve its goal of eli-
citing action. While research outside of safety
has provided insight on how listening in organiza-
tions can be encouraged (e.g., by signaling aids;
Itzchakov & Kluger, 2017), little research has
focused on dynamic and high-stakes contexts
(e.g., aviation emergencies), or how safety voice
invokes actions for preventing accidents and
avoiding harm (e.g., raising alarms, instituting
changes).

In summary, while there has been extensive
research on improving safety voice in organiza-
tions, there is no established safety listening
counterpart. Although the workplace listening
literature has focused on responses to voice
acts that might be considered routine (e.g., lis-
tening to performance evaluation concerns),
the nature of listening to voice where serious
failures might be averted has not been studied.
Indeed, the broader psychology literature does
not indicate precisely how listening to safety
voice should be conceptualized: for instance,
researchers have diversely conceived listening
as being how receivers perceive voicers,
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observable (e.g., nodding) and unobservable
(e.g., comprehension) behaviors in response to
voice, feelings about voice (e.g., exhaustion),
intentions based on listening to voice, and
voicers’ perception of being heard (Kluger &
Izchakov, 2022; Yip & Fisher, 2022).

We conducted a conceptual review of
research investigating safety listening in organi-
zations. Our goal was, through synthesizing
research and observations on how safety voice
is listened to and leads to outcomes, to concep-
tualize the nature, antecedents, indicators, and
outcomes of safety listening. For example, in
terms of describing what safety listening is
(e.g., behaviorally), understanding what drives
it (e.g., attitudes, culture), exploring how it
should be measured (e.g., naturalistic data),
and considering its relationship with outcomes
(e.g., how it prevents accidents). Guided by
the idea that safety voice is a call to action
and a successful listening episode must result
in some action (e.g., stopping take-off; Noort
et al., 2021a), our initial conceptualization of
safety listening was: listeners’ behavioral
responses to safety voice acts to address poten-
tial harms in organizational contexts.

Our review’s contribution is to develop
foundational principles for the concept of
safety listening, outline how it can be advanced
theoretically and empirically, and identify how
it can improve psychological research on
topics like safety and ethics in organizations.

After outlining our search methods, we describe
how researchers have conceptualized and investi-
gated safety listening, including its distinctions
from other listening types, its terms/definitions,
its theoretical explanations, its measurements, and
its pragmatics/antecedents/outcomes. To integrate
research on safety listening into the wider psych-
ology literature, we interpreted our findings using
the Shannon and Weaver model, third turn
repairs, and Westrum’s information flow theory.
Through critically evaluating the literature—for
instance, in relation to fragmented terms/defini-
tions, a focus on listeners’ motivations, and the
overuse of self-report measures—we recommend
avenues for future investigation.

Methods
We undertook a robust literature search to iden-
tify safety listening conceptualizations. Our
conceptual review’s purpose was to synthesize
and reconcile fragmented terminologies, defini-
tions, and measurements of safety listening to
aid conceptual demarcation and theory develop-
ment (Hulland, 2020). Accordingly, rather than
performing an exhaustive literature search, we
aimed to understand how scholars have concep-
tualized safety listening.

First, we performed a systematic literature
review following Siddaway et al. (2019)’s
recommendations. Using Scopus, Web of
Science, and PsycINFO, we searched for publi-
cations, which included listening, concerns,
failure, and organizations (or synonyms)
within abstracts (Web of Science and
PsycINFO) and titles, abstracts, or keywords
(Scopus; Table 2 for the search strategy). We
verified our search strategy by ensuring that it
included five articles central to our research
(i.e., Hald et al., 2020; Harlos, 2001; Jones &
Kelly, 2014; Martin et al., 2021; Peirce et al.,
1998). As listening is implicit to many litera-
tures (e.g., teamwork, psychological safety),
we included publications that explicitly theo-
rized or investigated responses to high conse-
quence concerns (Table 3 for inclusion criteria).
Alongside focusing on safety voice studies, we
considered other potentially relevant research:
for example, investigations on voice more gener-
ally, whistleblowing, speaking-up about problems
in healthcare or dangerous workplace behavior
(e.g., sexual harassment), and unethical conduct.
AMP (research psychologist) conducted searches,
removed duplicates, and screened results based on
titles, abstracts, and full texts in March 2022
(Figure 1 for the flowchart diagram). We con-
ducted an interrater reliability assessment where
a psychology PhD candidate screened 30 ran-
domly selected publications, resulting in a
Cohen’s kappa of 0.86 (substantial strength of
agreement). All authors regularly and collectively
discussed borderline case inclusion and inter-
preted findings.
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Next, we conducted two manual searches in
March–June 2022 and June–July 2023 because
our initial search strategy excluded relevant
papers due to terminology variations (e.g.,
“cockpit crew” instead of “team”). First, we
examined publications citing and cited by those
included in our systematic review and hand
search. Second, we searched journals likely to
contain relevant publications (e.g., International
Journal of Listening). Finally, we investigated
key authors’ Google Scholar pages and reviews
in the following domains for safety listening
research: safety voice (Noort et al., 2019),
employee voice (Lainidi et al., 2023; Morrison,
2011, 2014), voice in action teams (Krenz &
Burtscher, 2021), whistleblowing (Blenkinsopp
et al., 2019; Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran,
2005), ethical voice (Chen & Treviño, 2023),
workplace listening (Kluger & Izchakov, 2022;
Yip & Fisher, 2022), safety culture (Bisbey

et al., 2021), teamwork (Salas et al., 2020), and
ethical leadership (Brown & Treviño, 2006). We
recognize that publications post-July 2023 were
not included, and others may have been missed
despite our multiple search strategies.

Our review is contextualized against recent
workplace listening reviews (Kluger et al.,
2023; Kluger & Izchakov, 2022; Yip &
Fisher, 2022)—it is narrower in topic (i.e.,
safety listening) yet broader in scope because
these reviews focused on the management,
communication studies, and psychology litera-
tures. AMP and a psychology MSc postgradu-
ate research assistant assessed listening-related
terminologies and definitions; explanations
(i.e., theories, models, processes); methods
and data sources; and pragmatics, antecedents,
and outcomes for each publication.

Findings
We identified 57 articles, published between
1982 and 2023, focusing on listening to high
consequence concerns in organizational con-
texts. Of these, 43 were empirical (comprising
46 studies), 11 were theoretical, and three
were reviews. Table 4 synthesizes our findings
into a set of key observations, critiques, and
recommendations.

Safety listening conceptualizations
Safety listening’s distinguishability. In developing
the concept of safety listening, our first goal
was to distinguish it from other listening
forms (e.g., active listening). It is distinguish-
able in four ways. First, it can result in signifi-
cant and sometimes life-or-death outcomes
(Hällgren et al., 2018), including physical
(e.g., fatalities), psychological (e.g., trauma),
and environmental (e.g., pollution) harms.

Second, safety listening has been studied in
risky (e.g., aviation; Noort et al., 2021a) and
emergency (e.g., healthcare; Long et al., 2020)
contexts, though it may also occur in disrupted
contexts (e.g., bomb in subway stations;
Hällgren et al., 2018). Such contexts include

Table 2. Systematic Review Search Strategy

Electronic
search Scopus, Web of Science, PsycINFO

Keywords Title, Abstract, or Keywords
(Scopus) or Abstract (Web of
Science, PsycINFO) contain:
(respon* OR listen*) AND
(concern* OR complain* OR
whistleblow* OR whistle-blow*)
AND (disaster* OR accident*
OR fail* OR crisis* OR safety)
AND (organi*ation* OR team*)

Limitationsa Articles, book chapters, review
articlesb

English
Subject areas of business,
psychology, or social sciencesc

aFor Scopus, we manually applied these at the title screening
stage for remaining databases.
bWe excluded unpublished work and did not apply date
parameters to our search, as we were interested in the
literature’s existing conceptualizations.
cAs we were interested in how organizational psychology
conceptualizes responses to high-consequence concerns in
organizations, we initially focused on social science,
business, and psychology publications and broadened this
criterion in the hand search to include healthcare articles.

6 Organizational Psychology Review 0(0)



Table 3. Inclusion Criteria

Domain Include Exclude Rationale

Publication Peer-reviewed articles
Literature reviews
Book chapters
Case studies
Commentaries

Duplicates
Book/film reviews
Dissertations
Periodicals
Editorials
Ongoing/unpublished
research
Errata
Conference proceedings

We included peer-reviewed,
published research

Language English All other languages We did not have the
resources to translate
non-English articles

Topic Listeners’ behavior
responding to safety voice
demanding action to
prevent harms in
organizational contexts

Speaking up (not responses)
Antecedents of speaking up
only (e.g., soliciting voice;
voice climate)
Perceptions of voicers (e.g.,
as dissidents)
Speaking up outcomes to
the group or organization
(e.g., turnover,
performance)
Responding to wrongdoing
or hazards directly (i.e., no
voice preceding response)
Recommendations for how
to listen
Non-organizational
complaints (e.g., between
couples in marital therapy)
Incident reporting systems
Auditory problems or
diseases

We included publications
which conceptualized
responses to safety voice in
organizations

Concern type Safety and/or environmental
hazard(s) (e.g., poor patient
care)
Security or terrorism
threats
Institutional prejudice (e.g.,
homophobia, racism,
brutality)
Bullying, harassment, abuse,
rape
Fraud, theft
Workplace misconduct

Suggestions of improving
organizational strategy (e.g.,
profitability)
Organizational citizenship
behaviors
Low-consequence or
mundane complaints (e.g.,
disliking paint color)

We included publications
which had consequential
written or spoken
messages—i.e., those
which may result in
safety-related outcomes,
including physical, mental,
emotional, social, and/or
environmental harms

Voicer characteristics Organization employee, team,
or group (e.g., union)

N/A

(continued)
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Table 3. (continued)

Domain Include Exclude Rationale

Organization customer/
client (e.g., patients, bus
passengers)
External organization

We
intentionally
included a
range of
voicers to
cast a wide
net

Listener characteristics Organization (e.g., employee,
team, group)
Individuals acting on behalf
of an organization (e.g.,
spokesperson, consultant)
Intended recipient of voice

Non-employees
Third parties (e.g.,
co-worker overhearing
voice)

We limited
listeners to
those within

organizations because they
would be likelier to address
complaints

Figure 1. Flow diagram of the systematic literature search on safety listening.
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Table 4. Key Conceptual Review Findings

Finding Description Critique
Recommendations for
future research

1. The concept of
safety listening is
fragmented within and
between literatures.

We found 36 unique
terms/definitions of
safety listening.

The extent to which these
terms overlap or are
distinguishable is
unclear.

Use a standardized concept
and definition, namely
“safety listening,” defined
as listeners’ behavior
responding to safety
voice demanding action
to prevent harms in
organizational contexts.

2. Scholars have
predominantly
explained safety
listening in terms of
listeners’ attitudes and
motivations.

Poor safety listening has
been viewed as
strategic, deliberate,
and because
“listeners did not
want to listen”.

While motivations
influence listening
behaviors,
concentrating on
listeners’ attitudes
narrows our
understandings.

Develop a conceptual
model and theory which
explain the
organizational and
system dynamics
through which safety
voice and listening
impact outcomes (e.g.,
accidents).

3. Scholars have mainly
assessed safety listening
using proxies of
behavior.

Studies have commonly
measured safety
listening using
self-report
methodologies (e.g.,
surveys, interviews),
generally assessing
the voicer’s or
listener’s perspective
of the conversation.

Self-report measures are
susceptible to biases,
occur in
decontextualized
conditions, and
over-rely on
participants’
imaginations.

Assess safety listening
behaviors using hitherto
neglected naturalistic
data (see Tables 7 and 8
for more detail). This will
enable a more balanced
approach to
understanding safety
listening.

4. Scholars
conceptualize effective
safety listening as
agreeing with voicers
and making them feel
heard.

Researchers assume
that “better” safety
listening is endorsing
the voice message,
making voicers feel
heard, and addressing
problems.
Conversely,
“ineffective” listening
is ignoring or
disagreeing with
voicers.

It is likely that effective
safety listening is more
nuanced than
agreement. For
instance, disagreement
may be effective
listening if voicers are
wrong. Additionally,
making voicers feel
heard may be
ineffective safety
listening if the listener
fails to address the
problem at hand.

Establish a taxonomy of
safety listening
behaviors, which can
then be used to create a
reliable and valid coding
framework. Assess safety
listening behaviors
rather than self-reports.

5. Scholars generally
position the voice/
listening/outcome
relationship as
one-shot.

Publications typically
conceptualized safety
voice as occurring,
then one act of safety
listening, then

The voice/listening/
outcome relationship is
likely iterative. Safety
voice begins a
conversation, safety

Include a feedback loop
between safety voice and
safety listening in
theoretical models.
Recognize that effective

(continued)
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formalized organizational settings with distinct
role definitions and imbalances in roles, respon-
sibilities, and expertise between voicers and lis-
teners (e.g., nurses voicing to doctors;
McDonald & Ahern, 2000), and dynamic envir-
onments where events cannot be fully rehearsed
(e.g., security).

Third, listeners often make decisions amidst
high cognitive loads, stress, urgency, and danger
(e.g., military). Listeners face a dilemma: acting
on voice (e.g., cancelling take-off following tech-
nical concerns) could lead to proximal conse-
quences (e.g., disruption) yet potentially prevent
future incidents while inaction may create distal
risk (e.g., accidents). Likewise, erroneous

actions may be challenging to reverse (e.g., shut-
ting down the wrong engine; Krenz & Burtscher,
2021). Thus, listeners must engage with concerns,
compare risks tied to different actions, and deter-
mine appropriate actions in uncertain conditions.

Last, safety listening is verifiable. As safety
voice requests novel or corrective action by listen-
ers (e.g., stopping harassment; Peirce et al., 1998),
safety listening is observable in listeners’ responses
(e.g., creating plans; Groves et al., 2021), team-
members’ shared understandings of the situation,
and situations’ outcomes (e.g., de-activated bomb
following citizens’ concerns). Table 5 outlines
safety listening’s defining features, including its
content, observability, and context.

Table 4. (continued)

Finding Description Critique
Recommendations for
future research

outcomes (e.g.,
scandal).

listening can further the
conversation by
prompting
sense-making or inviting
future voice acts.
Sometimes listeners are
unable to address
complaints and may
become future voicers.

safety listening may
include sense-making.

6. Scholars typically
investigate clear-cut
situations.

Studies have often
examined situation
where voicers have a
clear complaint and
know who to voice
to.

Voicers may have fuzzy
concerns and
organizations may have
multiple and unclear
pathways for raising
concerns (e.g., informal
and formal complaint
channels).

Understand how safety
listening is affected when
voicers wish to raise
concerns but are unsure
how or when voicers
raise concerns to
improper recipients.

7. Many studies do not
specify complaints’
nature.

Publications did not
distinguish responses
to complaints, which
were verbal vs.
written. They also did
not often specify
whether technology
was used to deliver
complaints (e.g.,
email).

Non-verbal information
from face-to-face or
verbal communication
may influence
understandings. Having
a written record of
concerns may prompt a
response. Certain
technologies may
prompt instant (e.g.,
phone call) or delayed
safety listening (e.g.,
email).

Specify the nature of
complaints and explicitly
investigate whether
complaints in different
channels are responded
to differently.

10 Organizational Psychology Review 0(0)



Safety listening’s fragmentation. To test the idea
that safety listening is a concept that is implicitly
recognized as important within the literature but
has not been crystalized into a defined term or
phenomenon, we examined how listening
was defined across the included studies.
Publications used 36 unique terms/definitions
for listening, with many seeming overlapping
or with unclear delineations. For example, scho-
lars used “retaliation” (Rehg et al., 2008), “whis-
tleblower retaliation” (Kenny et al., 2019), and
“official” and “unofficial reprisals” (McDonald
& Ahern, 2000) to describe negative conse-
quences following voicing. Similarly, Jones
and Kelly (2014) renamed the “deaf effect”
(Cuellar et al., 2006) as “organizational disre-
gard” while retaining the same definition.

While some terminologies conveyed neutral
or positive connotations (e.g., “reaction to
speaking up”; Lemke et al., 2021), most

illustrated consequences following voice (e.g.,
“retaliation”; Rehg et al., 2008) or exclusively
negative responses (e.g., “silencing”; Tiitinen,
2020). Moreover, some terms were framed at
the dyadic level (e.g., “receiver response”;
Long et al., 2020), while others pertained to
organizational dynamics (e.g., “organizational
silencing”; Fernando & Prasad, 2019).

Safety listening’s motivational framing. We next
investigated how the literature has explained
safety listening, finding that terminologies and
definitions generally frame it as motivational.
Terms such as “willful blindness” (Cleary &
Duke, 2019) and “deaf ear syndrome” (Peirce
et al., 1998) insinuate that inaction is inten-
tional; listeners choose to turn blind eyes or
deaf ears following concerns. Likewise, publi-
cations’ definitions primarily focused on listen-
ers’ (in)actions following voice, including

Table 5. Safety Listening Definition and Defining Features

Safety listening: Listeners’ behavior responding to safety voice demanding action to prevent harms in
organizational contexts.

Defining feature Description
Safety-related message content What is listened to pertains to current or future hazards, misconduct,

or wrongdoing, which may result in life-or-death outcomes and
significant physical, social, or environmental harms.

Requires and follows safety voice Safety listening is the counterpart to safety voice (i.e., raised concerns
which could result in significant harms), where safety voice is necessary

but insufficient to address concerns.
Listeners are humans Safety listening is done by humans after receiving safety voice messages

interpersonally or via organizational listening architectures (e.g., formal
complaint reporting channel).

Observable in listeners’ behavior Safety listening is verifiable in listeners’ communications and/or actions
after safety voice. For instance, listeners can address or dismiss the
concern, begin sense-making, or ask for clarification. Such behavior
may then reinforce, extinguish, or punish future instances of safety

voice.
Often iterative While safety listening can be one-shot, it often prompts future voice

and creates trajectories of voice/listening acts.
Can occur at the dyad, team, or
organizational level

Safety listening can occur between two or more team members (e.g.,
surgery team before an operation) but also at the organizational level

(e.g., complaints department).
Embedded in organizational and
social contexts

Safety listening occurs in risky, emergency, and disrupted
organizational contexts and it is influenced by listeners’ cognitions and

skills, interpersonal factors, and structural factors.
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addressing concerns (Tucker & Turner, 2015),
ignoring complaints (Cleary & Duke, 2019),
and retaliating (Rehg et al., 2008). Most defini-
tions implied actions were deliberate (e.g., lis-
teners’ “willingness to refrain from […]
retaliation”; Vandekerckhove et al., 2014,
p.300) to pursue objectives (e.g., preventing
further whistleblowing; Tiitinen, 2020). Such
intentionality seems consistent with the behav-
ioral literature (Skinner, 1963) where listeners’
actions (e.g., punishment) may serve to extin-
guish future voice behaviors.

Safety listening explanations generally posit
that listeners intentionally choose responses based
on their attitudes, strategy, or motives. Following
voice, listeners are thought to determine responses
after rationally assessing whether problems exist,
whether they are responsible for them, and
whether they can address them (Pierce et al.,
2004). Applying the theory of planned behavior,
Vandekerckhove et al. (2014) posit that listeners
are likelier to retaliate if they possess negative
whistleblowing attitudes, improvable subjective
norms (e.g., witnessing others retaliate), and poor
perceived behavioral control (e.g., believing they
cannot help). Similarly, Near and Miceli (1985)
argue that, following whistleblowing, organiza-
tions determine whether the misconduct should
cease and/or the whistleblower should be punished;
choosing retaliation is seen as proportionate to the
organization’s dependence on the wrongdoing and
inversely related to the whistle-blower’s power
(Miceli et al., 2008).

Research often frames poor listening as
intentional. Ineffective responses are viewed
as intended to silence or discredit voicers
(Fernando & Prasad, 2019), highlight voicers’
out-group membership (Barlow, 2021), rid lis-
teners’ negative emotions (Sumanth et al.,
2011) and cognitive dissonance (Atkinson
et al., 2022), prompt voicer conformity
(Wellman et al., 2016), and minimize reputation
loss (Near & Jensen, 1983). Moreover, Martin
and Rifkin (2004) and Roulet and Pichler
(2020) conceptualize whistleblowing responses
as strategic maneuvers within games (“organ-
izational jiu-jitsu” and “blame games”,

respectively), designed to minimize personal
and organizational culpability. However,
explaining listening as motivational and stra-
tegic may overlook alternative explanations,
including misunderstandings (Schegloff, 1992).

Safety listening methodologies
Having established how safety listening tends to
be conceptualized and understood in organiza-
tional contexts, we investigated how it is
studied, with, given voice’s aim of soliciting
action, a particular interest on whether and
how it is studied behaviorally. Like safety
voice (Noort et al., 2019), the 46 empirical
safety listening studies occurred most fre-
quently in healthcare contexts (n= 14) and in
America (n= 19).

Considering that safety listening, ultimately,
is about responding to voice acts aiming to elicit
action, only two directly measured safety listen-
ing behaviors in naturalistic contexts. Lemke
et al. (2021) observed voice and listening in
teams administering pre-surgery anesthesia.
They created behavioral codes assessing listen-
ers’ verbal, behavioral, and affective responses,
and coded behaviors in situ. Noort et al. (2021a)
analyzed behavioral trace data from conversa-
tions preceding airplane crashes between 1962
and 2018. They identified safety listening in
the three conversational turns following safety
voice, classifying it as immediate action,
verbal affirmation, ignoring, or disaffirmation.
The remaining studies used self-reported mea-
sures (e.g., surveys) or measured behavior in
contrived settings (e.g., experiments); Table 6
details these methodologies. Notably, almost
half of the studies (20/46) did not specify
whether complaints were spoken or written,
and few explicitly investigated technology-
mediated complaints (e.g., phone calls, emails).

In sum, like voice (Lainidi et al., 2023) and
other listening types (Kluger et al., 2023),
safety listening insights were primarily obtained
through measurements assessing self-reported
imagined or recalled responses to high
consequence concerns. Despite variously
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Table 6. Safety Listening Assessments

Methodology Perspective n Example

Survey Voicer (voicing’s
consequences)

14 Parmerlee et al. (1982) asked whistleblowers to
indicate whether they had been threatened with or
had experienced specific forms of retaliation (e.g.,
exclusion from meetings previously attended; poor
performance appraisal; demotion).

Voicer (whether they
believed they were
heard)

1 Tucker and Turner (2015) asked young workers to
indicate their agreement with items like “My
supervisor cares about my safety opinions”.

Listener 2 Kundro and Rothbard (2023) asked online survey
platform participants to indicate whether they
retaliated against an employee who morally
objected, using items like “I retaliated against this
individual”.

Interview Voicer 5 Fernando and Prasad (2019) asked academics to
describe what happened after complaining about
sexual harassment at work.

Listener 2 Groves et al. (2021) interviewed nurses about how
they respond to patient safety concerns.

Third parties 1 Peirce et al. (1998) interviewed attorneys who had
litigated several hundred sexual harassment cases,
asking them to discuss how firms “turned a deaf
ear” toward sexual harassment complaints.

Multiple perspectives 5 Kenny et al. (2019) interviewed whistleblowers and
psychiatrists who worked with whistleblowers
about whistleblowers’ mental health following
experiencing retaliation.

Vignette Listener 8 Pierce et al. (2000) asked sheriff department
employees to read a vignette depicting an employee
who lodged a sexual harassment complaint against
another employee who persistently rubbed her
neck and made sexual jokes. Participants imagined
they were human resources managers and rated
the appropriateness of actions following the
allegation (e.g., suspension, offering
company-funded counseling). It is unclear whether
sheriff department employees responding as human
resource managers to hypothetical vignettes would
accurately reflect human resource managers’ actual
responses.

Online
experiment

N/A 5 Wellman et al. (2016) tasked university students to
evaluate a business case with virtual
“team-members” (in reality, scripted messages
delivered by confederates). One “team-member”
refused to finish their portion, citing ethical
concerns. Participants rated their intent to engage
in various behaviors toward this team-member
(e.g., bullying) and wrote feedback messages on

(continued)
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operationalizing safety listening, researchers
have generally positioned “better” listening as
agreeing with voicers, making voicers feel
heard, and addressing problems (Barlow et al.,
2023b; Noort et al., 2021a; Reader, 2022).
Studies typically framed voice and listening as
one-shot, studying instances where voicers
knew how to effectively raise concerns and lis-
teners could address them. Scenarios where
voicers were uncertain how to complain and
where listeners could not act (e.g., about a
third party’s error) were rarely examined.

Safety listening findings
To establish the existing corpus of safety listen-
ing knowledge and identify potential areas for
future investigation, we explored observations
on the following: i) safety listening’s pragmatics
and how it manifests in organizations, ii) safety
listening’s antecedents (e.g., preventative and

promotive factors), and iii) safety listening’s out-
comes. When evaluating publications’ findings,
we considered communication repairs and
organizational information flow.

Safety listening pragmatics. Three studies
explored how listeners responded to voice, typ-
ically conceptualizing effective listening as
agreement. Self-reported (i.e., interviews) and
observed (i.e., simulated behavior) “appropri-
ate” listening included acknowledgment, thank-
ing voicers for speaking-up, and validating
emotions (Barlow et al., 2023b; Groves et al.,
2021). Conversely, responses using task-based
questioning (e.g., “What actions are necessary
to discharge this patient?”) hindered listening
because listeners did not address voicers’ con-
cerns. In contrast, Lemke et al. (2021) observed
that responses were often neutral or validating,
primarily comprised of short approvals or
detailed explanations. While Groves et al.

Table 6. (continued)

Methodology Perspective n Example

their performance. Independent coders rated these
messages’ content.

Case study N/A 4 Reader (2022) analyzed a public inquiry report
containing narratives from patients/relatives and
staff members who experienced or delivered care
at the Mid Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust
following its patient neglect scandal. Reader
classified staff responses to concerns as accepting,
denying, ignoring, or not acting.

Simulation N/A 1 Barlow et al. (2023b) evaluated safety listening
through medical simulations involving clinicians
enacting a discharge scenario. A confederate voiced
the scripted concern that a patient would be
discharged without suitable home care.
Researchers then assessed whether listeners
acknowledged concerns, reassured voicers, and
modified their language to facilitate understanding.
Notably, participants’ awareness that the
simulation was related to their speaking-up training
program may have influenced responses.

Naturalistic
observations

N/A 1 See Lemke et al. (2021) example in-text.

Behavioral trace
data

N/A 1 See Noort et al. (2021a) example in-text.
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(2021) conceptualized voice and listening as
one-shot (i.e., voice, then listening, then
outcome), Barlow et al. (2023b) and Lemke
et al. (2021) (assessing naturalistic or simulated
behavior) described listening as iterative; it furth-
ered the conversation by prompting sense-making
or inviting future voice acts. Notably, all studies
were in healthcare contexts; it may be that listen-
ing pragmatics differ in other situations.

Safety listening antecedents. Publications mea-
sured antecedents at three levels: listeners’ cog-
nitive/skill-based factors, interactional
dynamics among voicers and listeners, and
structural factors within organizations. These
studies quantitatively investigated listening’s
antecedents and outcomes or have qualitatively
described antecedents and outcomes using insti-
tutional failure examinations and voicer/listener
interviews.

Cognitive/skill-based factors
Publications explored listeners’ motivations as
a listening antecedent. Ineffective listening
was preceded by listeners’ poor motivated rea-
soning (Cleary & Duke, 2019), negative atti-
tudes toward complaints (Hsieh et al., 2005),
and expectations that voicers would address
problems themselves (Wilkinson et al., 2015).
Additionally, inadequate listening (e.g., retali-
ation) was likelier when listeners perceived
voicers as threatening (Kenny, 2019), cold, or
unlikeable (Wellman et al., 2016). Receivers
also were unlikely to listen if they were stressed
(Long et al., 2020) or feared disciplinary actions
(Martin et al., 2021).

Complaints’ perceived legitimacy also influ-
ences safety listening. Effective listening is
encouraged when listeners receive compelling
evidence (Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran,
2005) and believe voicers were not responsible
for incidents (Pierce et al., 2004). Yet, listening
may be hindered if listeners excessively confirm
complaints’ legitimacy instead of focusing on
comprehending and resolving issues (van Dael
et al., 2022).

Inadequate listening skills may underpin
ineffective listening. Some listeners indicated
not knowing how to respond to voice (Barlow
et al., 2023a) and having insufficient training
to do so (Hsieh et al., 2005). Conversely,
trained managers with experience with whistle-
blowers were likelier to safeguard them from
retaliation (Vandekerckhove et al., 2014). A lis-
tening skill which would benefit from more
investigation would be identifying and correct-
ing misunderstandings (e.g., the voicer incor-
rectly perceived a problem when one did not
actually exist)—but this would require looking
beyond one-shot voice acts.

Interactional factors
Interactional dynamics may shape listeners’
cognitions and responses, with research focus-
ing on voicer/listener power and team
members’ support. Listening is likelier when
there are low voicer/listener power disparities
(Miceli et al., 2008)—for example, if voicers
had high-status positions (Cortina & Magley,
2003), their roles included whistleblowing
(e.g., auditing; Casal & Zalkind, 1995), and lis-
teners respected voicers’ seniority (Long et al.,
2020). Conversely, ineffective listening was
often preceded by hierarchical and expertise dif-
ferences (e.g., junior pilots voicing to captains;
Noort et al., 2021a). In short, listeners may have
preconceptions as to who might have relevant
safety information, which reduces their open-
ness to voices from unexpected sources.

Third-party support may discourage retali-
ation. Voicers were unlikely to experience retali-
ation if colleagues understood why they voiced
(Park et al., 2020), and voicers had supervisor
(Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran, 2005) and/
or top management support (Miceli et al., 1999).

Structural factors
Interactional factors are influenced by
structural factors, including reporting channels,
organizational cultures, and organizational
characteristics. Scholars distinguish between
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different reporting channels: external (e.g., to
regulators), informal internal (e.g., open-door
policies), and formal internal (e.g., complaints
systems). All are associated with ineffective lis-
tening. Using external whistleblowing channels
increased retaliation’s likelihood and severity
(Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran, 2005).
Likewise, voicers using informal internal
reporting channels believed these inadequately
addressed complaints (Harlos, 2001).
Ineffective formal reporting channels were
poorly demarcated, bureaucratic, inadequately
captured complaints’ nuances, and prioritized
achieving performance targets (e.g., reducing
complaint numbers) over addressing complaints
(Martin et al., 2021; van Dael et al., 2022).
Studies have typically investigated “clear-cut”
speaking-up where voicers have straightfor-
ward concerns, know how to navigate multiple
channels, and have a single intended audience.

Organizations with poor safety cultures
(Reader, 2022), cultures prioritizing performance
over safety and ethics (Wilkinson et al., 2015),
and cultures where complaints conflict with
taken-for-granted assumptions (Hald et al.,
2020) are associated with ineffective listening.
Additionally, complaints were likelier to be dis-
regarded in small firms, family-owned enter-
prises, decentralized or multinational setups,
male-dominated sectors, and rural locations
(Peirce et al., 1998). Organizations with ineffect-
ive listening often exhibited limited information
sharing (Hsieh et al., 2005), possessed poorly
defined policies concerning wrongdoings
(Peirce et al., 1998), and excluded employees
from problem-solving processes (Tiitinen, 2020).

In sum, consistent with Westrum (2014),
structural factors including poor reporting chan-
nels and pathological or bureaucratic organiza-
tional cultures blocked information flow
within organizations.

Safety listening outcomes
Five studies investigated consequential outcomes
following safety listening using surveys, inter-
views, and behavioral trace data. Ineffective

listening was associated with increased injuries
(Tucker & Turner, 2015), airplane damage
(Noort et al., 2021a), and death (Hald et al.,
2020). Experiencing retaliation also worsened
voicers’ physical (Cortina & Magley, 2003) and
mental health (Kenny et al., 2019).

Voicers who experienced retaliation also
reported diminished job satisfaction (Cortina
& Magley, 2003), supervisory relationships
(Rehg et al., 2008), and career advancements
(McDonald & Ahern, 2000). Voicers receiving
multiple retaliation forms were likelier to report
retaliation (Near & Miceli, 1986), and women
who experienced retaliation were likelier to
whistle-blow externally (Rehg et al., 2008).
Certain listening behaviors extinguished future
voice behaviors: voicers were reluctant to
voice again when listeners provided extensive
explanations (Lemke et al., 2021) and when
senior listeners disaffirmed junior voicers
(Noort et al., 2021a).

Discussion
Our review found research on safety listening to
be highly fragmented in terms of definitions and
conceptualizations and to be overly focused on
attitudes toward listening. We concluded that,
because safety listening influences outcomes
through responding to voice acts, its conceptual
basis lies in consequential (and thus observable)
behavior (i.e., action) and its outcomes (e.g., harm
avoidance), rather than listeners’ or voicers’ atti-
tudes. From this standpoint, safety listening can
be understood as a “world-making” behavior
(Power et al., 2023), because what listeners say
and do after hearing safety voice—for example,
addressing concerns, correcting misunderstand-
ings, and starting sense-making processes—deter-
mines how and whether action is taken to prevent
accidents and avoid harm.

Like the communication literature, for
example, Shannon and Weaver’s one-shot com-
munication model (i.e., voice-listening-outcome),
safety listening research tended to consider only
“one turn” of communication, and not how indivi-
duals iterate and sense-make across many turns to
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understand safety concerns. For example, through
third turn repairs, which are important for correct-
ing misunderstandings in how listeners have
understood voice acts (Noort et al., 2021a).
Accordingly, like extensions to the Shannon and
Weaver model (Schramm, 1955), we suppose
that safety listening should not be considered a
ballistic one-shot behavior, but rather part of an
iterative sense-making process, with feedback
loops between voice and listening.

Our review has implications for Westrum
(2004)’s information flow theory. Like Westrum,
we found that structural factors (e.g., improvable
organizational cultures) block organizational infor-
mation flow, sometimes with deleterious out-
comes. Yet, Westrum focused on whether
information was being voiced within organizations
and when considering listeners’ roles, primarily
explored listeners’ motivations upon hearing pro-
blems (e.g., preoccupation with power). As such,
information flow theory can be broadened to
incorporate misunderstandings and miscommuni-
cations to offer a more comprehensive perspective,
including safety in uncertain conditions. Moreover,
empirical studies should apply information flow
theory at the moment of voice and listening to
enhance this theory’s applicability.

For the safety literature, our safety listening
conceptualization is significant because it
explains how different forms of voice—for
instance that communicating promotive (e.g.,
safety-related improvements) or prohibitive
voice messages (e.g., safety complaints)—can
change the status quo, and that there are
factors which underlie this (e.g., individual,
contextual). For prohibitive voice, listening is
essential for individuals and teams to form a
shared situation awareness with the voicer,
and thus act (or otherwise; Endsley, 1995).
For promotive voice, how listening shapes out-
comes is less clear, is likely to occur in a less
urgent context, and may require more ongoing
and iterative processes (e.g., on deciding
whether to improve a safety procedure).
Following the behavioral literature, for
example, on operant conditioning (Skinner,
1963) and melioration theory (Herrnstein &

Prelec, 1991), it would also be valuable to
understand how safety listening influences
safety voice (e.g., through encouraging or extin-
guishing future voice acts).

Implications for workplace voice and
listening literatures
Beyond safety, our findings have significance for
both the workplace voice and listening literatures.
For example, researchers often theorize listening
in terms of attitudes and perceptions around
voice, rather than how individuals react and
respond to the content or intentions of a voice
act. This is especially important for determining
whether high-consequence voice acts, like whis-
tleblowing (e.g., rather than small talk), are lis-
tened to.

Similarly, the voice literature generally
assumes that listening will occur following
speaking-up; accordingly, responses to such
voice are rarely examined. Yet, voice and listen-
ing are iterative and complementary speech acts.
Oftentimes safety or ethical problems are not
resolved through single voice acts, but a series
of voice acts and responses (e.g., during
problem-solving), with some focusing on addres-
sing and understanding concerns (e.g., potential
medical errors), and others on ensuring third-turn
repair (Schegloff, 1992). As such, listening may
not always occur after a single voice act, but a
sequence of voice acts that, potentially, have
inconsistent information yet demand attention
(Macnamara, 2018). In such exchanges, boundar-
ies between voicers and listeners may become
blurred, as listeners may transition to being
voicers in team sense-making processes and
while clarifying concerns.

Likewise, the role of who “voices” and who
“listens” also requires consideration. For
example, listeners can become future voicers
if they cannot address voicers’ concerns directly
and must voice upwards. Vandekerckhove and
colleagues (2012, 2014) conceptualize the
process of voicing upwards as follows: if,
after hearing concerns, listeners do not believe
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they can address the problem, they can voice the
concern to someone who can. Thus, listeners
can become future voicers, with the voice/listen-
ing sequence continuing until the problem is
addressed or the concern is discarded. Such
systems are limited in that listeners must have the
courage to voice to higher ups (Vandekerckhove
& Langenberg, 2012), and must accurately recall
and relay concerns (Tiitinen, 2020). To avoid per-
ceptions that complaints were left unheard—and to
encourage future voice (King et al., 2019)—listen-
ers should keep voicers informed by communicat-
ing decisions related to concerns back to voicers,
including if concerns will not be addressed.
Future empirical research should examine how
safety voice cascades upwards in organizations
and how listeners can voice upwards while
keeping voicers abreast.

The voice literature should also explore how
voice and listening occur in multi-member
teams, in organizations with multiple reporting
systems, and outside of organizations (e.g., to
regulators). This suggestion is especially pertin-
ent to safety research, where individuals often
engage in undirected voice to multi-person
audiences (e.g., nurses pointing out abnormal
bleeding to surgery teams; Kolbe et al., 2014),
and listeners may not always know who is
expected to respond. Poorly demarcated
internal reporting systems may lead voicers to
mistakenly believe that they raised formal com-
plaints despite using informal channels (van
Dael et al., 2022); likewise, voicers may have
unclear concerns and may voice to incorrect
audiences. It would be helpful to understand
what happens following such misunderstand-
ings and how organizations might correct this.

Safety listening: relationship with climate
and culture?
The safety literature conceptualizes voice as a
component of both safety climate and safety
culture, and includes voice-related survey
items in climate/culture assessments (Bisbey
et al., 2021). While some organizational safety

climate scales include listening-related items
(e.g., Bahari & Clarke, 2013; Huang et al.,
2013), current organizational culture concep-
tualizations typically do not include safety lis-
tening, despite its essential role in nurturing
safe and ethical cultures and preventing poten-
tial scandals. Like Hald et al. (2020), we
propose that safety listening should be seen as
a subset of organizational cultures, warranting
its inclusion in assessments. For instance, scho-
lars may incorporate safety listening items into
pre-existing culture surveys and capture safety
listening through unobtrusive indicators of
culture (e.g., quality of responses to whistleblow-
ing complaints). This integration would provide a
more comprehensive understanding of how
speaking-up and listening behaviors combine to
contribute to organizational cultures.

New research avenues
Here, we outline conceptual, theoretical, meth-
odological, and empirical gaps, and recommend
avenues for future research.

Proposing a standard term/definition. The review
highlights a duplication of listening terms/defi-
nitions and a predominantly motivational
focus, which likely impedes knowledge accu-
mulation and theory development. It remains
unclear whether the 36 terms are interchange-
able or represent distinct concepts—for
example, would improvable responses be
opposite to positive or neutral ones? Research
streams appear to be advancing independently,
potentially leaving gaps in comprehending the
spectrum of listening behaviors and their under-
lying drivers.

Expanding existing terms/definitions, we
propose a standardized concept—safety listen-
ing—defined as listeners’ behavior responding
to safety voice demanding action to prevent
harms in organizational contexts. Our definition
emphasizes listeners’ observable responses to
voice acts (e.g., engaging, ignoring) as they dir-
ectly influence outcomes (e.g., hazard mitiga-
tion). We underscore that voice acts may be
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inaccurate (e.g., voicers may have incomplete
information), therefore inaction may be appro-
priate following erroneous concerns.
Crucially, effective listening is not necessarily
agreeing with voicers; rather, it includes
actions like investigation, intervention, and
inaction (e.g., for false alarms). Our safety lis-
tening conceptualization encompasses both pro-
motive and prohibitive voice messages—for
instance, when individuals voice about improv-
ing safety (e.g., requesting an improved ventila-
tion system), there is likely still an underlying
concern (i.e., better ventilation would reduce
the likelihood of harm). Thus, raising
safety-related suggestions and concerns both
include sharing observations or safety-related
information to improve the status quo.

Extending explanations beyond listeners’
motivations. Scholars typically position safety
listening as resulting from listeners’ motiva-
tions. This conceptualization likely influences
and is influenced by challenges obtaining natur-
alistic listening data. Difficulties with reliably
capturing listening behavior likely led to using
self-report methodologies; these methodolo-
gies’ findings are likely interpreted in terms of
listeners’motivations due to biases and misattri-
butions (e.g., voicers may attribute poor listen-
ing as motivational due to the self-attribution
error). Moreover, conceptualizations framing
listening as motivational indicate the use of self-
report data assuming that listening is deliberate;
these data then provide supporting evidence for
explaining listening in terms of motivations.
Thus, conceptualizations of ineffective listening
and reliance upon self-report measures likely
mutually reinforce each other and have con-
strained our understandings of listening.

Research should move beyond the focus on
motivation-driven conceptualizations, espe-
cially since organizational disasters reveal
instances where listeners were motivated to
listen but failed to do so (e.g., pilots are moti-
vated to safely fly airplanes; Noort et al.,
2021a). Consequently, Martin et al. (2021)
have questioned the prevailing notion that

mishandling complaints solely arises from
deliberate efforts to enforce silence in organiza-
tions. We concur—recognizing that while moti-
vations undoubtedly influence listening
behaviors, concentrating solely on listeners’
attitudes narrows our understandings and
neglects alternative explanations.

The literature would benefit from developing
a conceptual model and theory, which explain
the organizational and system dynamics
through which safety voice and listening
impact outcomes (e.g., scandals). A plausible
explanation posits that safety voice signifies
shared cognition discrepancies within teams,
while safety listening serves to re-establish
shared cognition. Empirically investigating
this proposition in future research may hold
promise and researchers should continue refin-
ing explanations for the relationships between
voice, listening, and outcomes.

Assessing safety listening behaviors. Most empir-
ical studies employed self-report measures
rather than assessing naturalistic listening
behavior. Using proxies is understandable
because safety listening behavior is elusive
and requires infrequent complaints to occur.
Moreover, truly high consequence experiments
and simulations are unethical as they expose
participants to significant risks.

Yet, relying on self-report, simulation, and
experimental methodologies assumes that find-
ings in safe and controlled situations generalize
to dynamic and dangerous environments
(Diener et al., 2022). In such decontextualized
conditions, listening intentions or behaviors
may be over-reported or inaccurately described,
recalled, or attributed. For instance, self-report
methods assume that individuals can (and
would) precisely describe and attribute inten-
tions to their own and others’ listening beha-
viors. Human errors (e.g., misunderstandings),
social desirability biases (van de Mortel,
2008), attribution errors (Ross, 1977), and
other factors (e.g., primes; Bargh & Chartrand,
2000) may influence listening behaviors.
Similarly, vignettes measuring listening
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intentions may be abstract, over-rely on partici-
pants’ imaginations, and may inaccurately
predict listening behavior (Sheeran, 2005).
Moreover, simulations and experiments involv-
ing confederates require precise execution of
researchers’ instructions to be believed by parti-
cipants (Yeomans et al., 2023). Addressing dis-
crepancies between self-reported perspectives
(e.g., listener says they listened; voicer dis-
agrees) poses another challenge. Such discrep-
ancies may be frequent, as Bodie et al. (2014)
found no association between voicers’ percep-
tions of receivers’ listening, receivers’ percep-
tions of their listening, and behavioral
listening measures. Likewise, voicers may
incorrectly believe that listeners can address
problems; however, listeners may hear safety
concerns but cannot transparently show what
action has been taken (e.g., addressing com-
plaints about another’s errors) and cannot do
more than pass the complaint onwards.

Although self-report measures are helpful for
addressing specific research inquiries (e.g., asses-
sing employees’ commitment to safety), they
offer limited insights into the actual behaviors
and underlying mechanisms driving individuals’
responses to safety voice. Self-reports’ limitations
are heightened in this context because this meas-
urement form is truly not high consequence in
nature.

Only two out of 46 studies assessed listening
behavior. Like Baumeister et al. (2007), we
advocate for a more balanced approach in
future research, with more behavioral measures
using naturalistic data. We describe methodolo-
gies to measure naturalistic safety listening
behaviors—including naturalistic and eco-
logical observations and behavioral trace data
—in Table 7. Measuring naturalistic listening
behaviors would enable us to validate assump-
tions about this phenomenon (e.g., is effective
safety listening always agreement?), uncover
unexpected “real world” manifestations (e.g.,
listening to conflicting voice messages), and
causally examine safety listening’s relationship
with important outcomes (e.g., airplane
crashes). Additionally, researchers can

triangulate behavioral and non-behavioral find-
ings to converge on evidence that is more com-
pelling than generated by one method alone
(Barnes et al., 2018). Table 8 illustrates
sample high validity behavioral trace datasets,
which are publicly available and are unobtru-
sive (Hill et al., 2014). Due to its high validity,
such data may be distressing; scholars should
consider how to safeguard participants,
researchers, and transcribers during data collec-
tion and analysis.

There is little consensus on how to code
safety listening behaviors, likely due to an
unclear understanding of what such behaviors
entail in naturalistic settings. Studies, often
using self-reported data, may have conflated
effective listening with agreement; however,

effective listening may be disagreement if
voicers are incorrect. To address this, research-
ers should establish a taxonomy of safety listen-
ing behaviors, which can be translated into a
reliable and valid coding framework. This
framework should be empirically grounded
and incorporate observable listening behaviors
(e.g., asking questions; Kluger & Izchakov,
2022) and defensive tactics (Gillespie, 2020).

Given the considerable sample size of some
of the behavioral trace datasets in Table 8 (i.e.,
thousands of instances of safety voice and
safety listening), machine-learning-based
natural language processing models and more
recently large language models may revolution-
ize safety listening measurement. These techni-
ques can rapidly analyze vast amounts of
complex textual communications, generating
high-quality results approaching human-level
performance (Kjell et al., 2019; Luo et al.,
2024; Törnberg, 2023). Accordingly, these
techniques could efficiently and accurately
identify patterns, trends, and potential risks in
transcribed or written safety conversations and
may detect novel nuanced insights that might
not be possible with manual coders (Berger &
Packard, 2022; Speer et al., 2022). For instance,
artificial intelligence measures of safety voice
and listening could code data at a sufficient
scale, rigor, and subtlety to begin to identify
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Table 7. Methodologies for Assessing Naturalistic Safety Listening Behaviors

Methodology Description Example General benefits General drawbacks

Naturalistic observation Researcher(s) observe
dyad or team safety
voice and listening
behaviors within
organizations

Lemke et al. (2021)
observed safety
voice and listening
in healthcare
teams as they were
administering
anesthesia
pre-surgery,
coding behaviors in
situ

Can be used to
empirically test
theories
Can be
supplemented with
interviews or
follow-up questions
to explore thinking
behind actions

Challenges
obtaining
organizational
access

Time-consuming
data collection
Individuals’ behavior
changing during
observations
Typically small
sample sizes

Ecological observation Participants wear
portable recorders
(e.g., body cameras;
Electronically
Activated
Recorder) which
record video and/or
sounds as they go
about their day
(Mehl, 2017)

To our knowledge,
has not yet been
used to capture
safety listening. A
hypothetical
example would be
if Freedom to
Speak Up
Guardians
(hospital
employees
designated to
triage healthcare
concerns) wore
Electronically
Activated
Recorders

High quality
recordings can
capture subtle
behaviors (e.g.,
sighs)
Can be used to
empirically test
theories
Minimally
bothersome for
participants
Can be
supplemented with
interviews to
explore thinking
behind actions

Devices can
be expensive
Susceptible to
technology
issues
Privacy

considerations
Individuals’ behavior
changing during
observations

Behavioral
trace data

Transcripts and/or
recordings of
real-life

Noort et al. (2021a)
coded safety voice
and listening in 172

Can be used to
empirically test
theories

Freedom of
information

(continued)
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the types of voice and listening behaviors,
which are associated with aviation accidents.

Proposing novel safety listening antecedents.
Here, we suggest additional possible cognitive,
interactional, and structural factors influencing
safety listening.

Cognitive/skill-based factors
Stress likely influences safety listening, yet
this relationship and its underlying mechan-
isms have not been empirically examined.
Studies have shown that listening to trauma
increases listeners’ stress (Michelson &
Kluger, 2021) and clinicians reported that
stress influenced their listening (Long et al.,
2020). We propose that stress impairs listening
by diminishing cognitive capabilities and
information processing (Sandi, 2013), which
are required for situation awareness and listen-
ing abilities. Future research should examine
how stressful environments influence safety
listening and the skills required to effectively
listen under stress.

Safety listening can be viewed as a skill
rather than just an attitude, aligning with crew
resource management (Kanki et al., 2019), non-
technical skills (Fletcher et al., 2004), and
workplace listening literatures (Itzchakov,
2020). This perspective is supported by listen-
ers reporting they were under-skilled in

responding to complaints (Barlow et al.,
2023a). In addition to general listening skills
like suspending judgment (Itzchakov, 2020),
safety listening skills encompass recognizing
voice, determining when and what to listen to,
and listening under stress. For instance, listen-
ers must notice muted voice (Noort et al.,
2021b) and undirected concerns (Kolbe et al.,
2014), assess concerns’ legitimacy, and
discern between conflicting voice messages.
These skills are trainable, as evidenced by
Noort et al. (2021a), who found improved lis-
tening following crew resource management
training. Training programs could incorporate
real conversation recordings to help participants
assess how others in their roles communicate
(Stokoe, 2014).

Interactional factors
Groupthink—where the group’s urge for con-
formity impedes the critical evaluation of signals
indicating problems (Janis, 1972)—may discour-
age effective safety listening. Groupthink symp-
toms which can obstruct listening include
collectively rationalizing warnings, categorizing
voicers as inferior, and enforcing conformity by
pressuring dissenters (Mannion & Thompson,
2014).

Interactions with technology and environ-
ments can impede the reception of voice, a
factor often overlooked in the literature.

Table 7. (continued)

Methodology Description Example General benefits General drawbacks

conversations
containing safety
voice and listening

cockpit
conversation
recordings from
crashed aircraft

Unobtrusive
Free, publicly
available data lends to
research
reproducibility and
“levels the playing
field” for researchers
in institutions with
limited resources
Sample sizes can be
large (see Table 8)

requests may take
time
Data may be
missing
Recordings may be
low-quality
Challenging to
explore
decision-making
behind behaviors

22 Organizational Psychology Review 0(0)



Wilson et al. (2007) illustrate that faulty com-
munication devices (e.g., dead batteries),
human errors (e.g., mismatched radio frequen-
cies), background noise (e.g., gunfire), and

environmental obstacles (e.g., terrain obstruct-
ing radio signals) can impede voice’s reception.
Likewise, concerns may be unheard (e.g., whis-
pered), incorrectly sent (e.g., wrong address), or

Table 8. Example Behavioral Trace Data Sources to Study Safety Listening

Data Data source Description

Aviation
conversations

Noort et al., (2021c) 172 transcripts of conversations preceding aircraft
crashes worldwide from 1962 to 2018

VASAviation (2023) Approximately 1,000 audio recordings of radio
communication between cockpit crews and air
traffic control preceding aircraft crashes and near
misses worldwide from 2015 onwards

Federal Aviation
Administration (2019)

Approximately 200 audio recordings of radio
communication between cockpit crews and air
traffic control preceding aircraft crashes and near
misses from 2006 to 2019 in the United States

Space mission
conversations

National Aeronautics and
Space Administration
(2010)

80 transcripts of conversations between astronauts
and ground control in the Mercury, Gemini, and
Apollo space missions

Responses to
healthcare
feedback

Care Opinion United Kingdom
(2023)

Approximately 14,000 healthcare staff responses to
online comments from patients, families, and staff
to United Kingdom healthcare institutions

Care Opinion Australia (2023) Approximately 2,700 healthcare staff responses to
online comments from patients, families, and staff
to Australian healthcare institutions

Care Opinion Ireland (2023) Approximately 100 healthcare staff responses to
online comments from patients, families, and staff
to Irish healthcare institutions

Enron email corpus Jamison & Gurevych (n.d.) Approximately 500,000 emails from 150 users
(mostly Enron senior management) which the
Federal Energy Regulatory Commission made
public during its investigation of Enron for
accounting fraud

Flint water crisis
emails

Nowling & Seeger (2020) 37,376 pages of e-mails and related documents sent
by or to the Executive Office of the Governor or
the Michigan Department of Environmental
Quality regarding Flint’s drinking water quality.
These were made public during the crisis’
investigation

COVID-19 emails Anthony Fauci Emails (n.d.) Approximately 3,250 pages of emails received and
responded to by Dr. Anthony Fauci during the
COVID-19 pandemic which were made public
following freedom of information requests

Boeing 737 MAX
emails

Boeing 737 MAX Emails (n.d.) Approximately 120 pages of emails received and
responded to by Boeing staff regarding the faulty
737 MAX aircraft. These were publicly released
by Boeing

Pandolfo et al. 23



lost (e.g., improperly archived). Future research
may consider hearing as a mediator between
safety voice and safety listening and explore
this relationship empirically.

Given that many communications rely on
technology, both verbal (e.g., phone calls) and
written (e.g., email, instant messaging), future
research should explore whether safety voice
and listening using these channels differ from
face-to-face communication. Some behavioral
trace data in Table 8 may aid this endeavor. It
may be that non-verbal information gleaned
from face-to-face or video communication
(e.g., nodding) better facilitates developing
shared understandings. It could also be that—
with avenues to publicly complain about organ-
izational practices (e.g., Glassdoor, blogs)—
having a written and public record of concerns
may prompt listeners’ action to address
hazards to “save face”. Moreover, certain
technology-mediated communications (e.g.,
phone calls) prompt instant safety listening
while others (e.g., emails) may not be immedi-
ately responded to.

Structural factors
Organizational policies and procedures aimed at
addressing specific wrongdoings have received
limited attention in the literature despite their
potential impact on safety listening.
Organizational failure investigations reveal
that these policies were either absent, unclear,
or insufficient in guiding complaint handling
(e.g., Crofts, 2017). These investigations also
underscore that protocols can fail in unforeseen
circumstances. For instance, in response to the
September 11, 2001 attacks, organizations ini-
tially followed standard hijack protocols assum-
ing the hijackers would make demands upon
landing; however, this protocol was deemed
inadequate for hijackings as attacks (Waller &
Uitdewilligen, 2008). Consequently, we
propose that clear and adequate policies/proce-
dures highlighting their possible fallibility in
unexpected situations would encourage safety
listening.

Conclusion
Research has highlighted the significance of
voicing high consequence concerns to avert
harm. Nonetheless, although voicing is often
necessary, it is insufficient as evident in many
organizational disasters where raised concerns
went unaddressed. Recognizing this, we con-
ducted this integrated conceptual review to
establish the concept of safety listening as the
necessary counterpart to safety voice. This
review synthesizes existing publications to
define safety listening as listeners’ behavioral
responses to safety voice acts in organizational
settings which are intended to avoid physical
and/or social harms. In advancing the field, we
distinguish safety listening from other listening
forms, recommend non-motivational explana-
tions, advocate for the utilization of naturalistic
data to measure listening behaviors, and suggest
novel contributory factors. This review lays the
foundation for future research to foster a com-
prehensive and cumulative understanding of
safety listening, ultimately contributing to the
prevention of future organizational failures.
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