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Overview
Post-9/11 U.S. military veterans are increasingly employed in civilian fields marked by chronic stress and repeated exposure to traumatic events, especially in law enforcement, EMS, and emergency healthcare. These workplaces often mirror combat-like conditions, producing cumulative stress, moral injury, and barriers to mental health help-seeking. This study investigates how leadership behaviors in these settings influence psychological safety, work engagement, and trauma recovery for veterans navigating these complex environments.
Purpose of the Study
The goal is to identify specific leadership behaviors that support or hinder trauma recovery, workplace engagement, psychological safety, and willingness to seek mental health support among veterans in trauma-exposed civilian roles. Findings will help shape trauma-informed leadership practices across emergency response and healthcare settings.
Research Questions
Quantitative (Survey of ~120 veterans)
1. How do leadership behaviors relate to psychological safety in trauma-exposed workplaces?
2. How do leadership behaviors influence veterans’ willingness to seek mental health support after a traumatic event?
3. How do leadership behaviors impact work engagement?
Qualitative (10–15 follow-up interviews)
4. What leadership behaviors do veterans describe as helpful or harmful after workplace trauma?
5. How do veterans explain the role workplace leadership plays in their trauma recovery and help-seeking decisions?
Methods
This explanatory sequential mixed methods design integrates:
· Validated quantitative measures
· Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (MLQ-5X)
· Edmondson’s Psychological Safety Scale
· Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES-3)
· General Help-Seeking Questionnaire (GHSQ) (Adapted)
· Qualitative interviews exploring lived experiences following traumatic workplace events
Data will be connected, merged, and triangulated to produce a comprehensive understanding of leadership’s influence on trauma recovery.
Why This Research Matters
· Post-9/11 veterans face elevated rates of trauma exposure, identity disruption, and mental health stigma.
· Emergency responders and healthcare workers experience combat-like conditions that can reactivate prior trauma.
· Leadership has been shown to profoundly shape trust, psychological safety, burnout, recovery trajectories, and help-seeking behavior.
· No prior study has specifically integrated these constructs for veterans working in high-risk civilian roles.
This research fills a critical gap with practical implications for government agencies, hospital systems, first-responder organizations, and veteran-serving nonprofits.
Expected Impact
The study will generate:
· A leadership model tailored for trauma-exposed workplaces
· Evidence-based guidance for improving veteran retention, well-being, and engagement
· Recommendations for mental health support pathways and trauma-informed organizational practices
· Insights supporting leadership training, policy development, and crisis-response protocols
Funding Need
Funding is needed for:
· Research assistant support
· Participant recruitment across national veteran networks
· Software (SPSS, NVivo), transcription, incentives
· Travel for dissemination to veteran-serving organizations
· Publication and conference presentations
Private foundation support allows this research to proceed while IRB approval is pending.
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