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Abstract
Providing students with equal learning opportunities to enhance their well-being and the 
good learning outcomes required by the curriculum in a safe and secure learning envi-
ronment is a basic task of school staff. However, staff perceptions of the safety climate 
(SC) in schools remain understudied. Also, previous studies on safety culture recommend 
schools develop their safety management and expertise as well as community-based oper-
ating models. Thus, we examine school staff’s perceptions of SC, or the safety-related con-
ceptions, attitudes and beliefs shared by the members of a community. This study answers 
the following research questions: (1) What is the level of SC in learning environments as 
perceived by comprehensive education school staff? and (2) Are there differences in the 
perceived SC of different comprehensive education schools? We aim to engage the schol-
arly community in greater discourse on SC as a perception of safety culture in schools. Our 
statistical analyses show that staff perceptions (N = 549) of SC in learning environments 
are positive on average. There are moderate and statistically significant differences between 
schools, and some large and statistically very significant differences between schools 
regarding how the staff of a particular school evaluates their own SC. This result stands in 
contrast to those of earlier school safety culture studies. In the future, SC should be consid-
ered from both staff’s and students’ perspectives and in terms of safety.

Keywords  Comprehensive education · Learning environment · NOSACQ · Safety climate · 
Staff

Introduction

Providing students with learning opportunities that enhance their well-being and the good 
learning outcomes required by the curriculum within a safe learning environment is a fun-
damental responsibility of school staff. Teachers are responsible for groups of students, 
while the principal is accountable for the safety and security of the entire school. In various 
countries, addressing safety matters is typically mandated by law. For example, in Finland, 
in which this quantitative study was executed, the Basic Education Act (628/1998) man-
dates that every student must have a safe and secure learning environment. Additionally, 
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the Occupational Safety and Health Act (738/2002) imposes the same requirement for 
staff working environments. Safe schools are characterized by trust and confidence that 
the prerequisites for learning are met (Yilmaz, 2022). However, safety and security remain 
pressing concerns in schools globally and are frequently highlighted in the media. This is 
evident in many countries from the weekly news reports on various incidents occurring in 
schools, ranging from traffic safety and accidents to physical and psychological violence, 
including bullying, assaults and school shootings.

In typical working life environments formed by professionals, safety is viewed as the 
absence of accidents and injuries. Schools are vulnerable in this regard, as there are only a 
few professionals (about 10%), with students forming the community majority (about 90%; 
Lindfors  et  al., 2024). Furthermore, children and young people often use facilities and 
tools in ways that staff do not anticipate, rendering schools vulnerable to safety incidents. 
Some students also deliberately act in violation of norms and school rules and regulations. 
Students cause most safety incidents in learning environments (Leino & Lindfors, 2024; 
Somerkoski, 2017). Thus, enhancing the safety of learning environments requires not only 
reacting to incidents but also anticipating them, which is a hallmark of a proactive safety 
culture.

According to Teperi (2023), human activities and behaviour are at the centre of safety 
culture. Safety climate (SC), on the other hand, represents the collective perception the 
community members have of the value placed on safety and security (Summers, 2022). 
It reflects the shared conceptions, attitudes and beliefs regarding how safety and security 
are managed in a community (Bradshaw et al., 2021; Guldenmund, 2000; Summers, 2022; 
Tear & Reader, 2023). New knowledge of SC is required, as is considering safety culture 
in learning environments. SC is typically studied from the students’ viewpoint (Aldridge & 
Blackstock, 2024; Kutsyuruba et al., 2015) and seldom from the school staff’s viewpoint. 
The absence of the staff’s perspective in research is surprising, as the staff is required to 
create and foster a positive climate (Capp et  al., 2022). The school staff’s perception of 
SC is very important, as the practices schools implement to advance safety and security 
in learning environments and the staff’s willingness to commit to these practices directly 
influence how safe students consider their schools (Díaz-Vicario & Gairín Sallán, 2017; 
Fossum et al., 2023; Kitsantas et al., 2004).

Capp and others (2022) note that school staff consider the climate in learning environ-
ments to be intended to benefit students. In other words, the students’ view is prioritized 
over the staff’s. Nevertheless, a positive school culture and teacher job satisfaction have 
been found to be connected (Williams III et al., 2024). Furthermore, recent research con-
sidering staff’s interest in school climate data has indicated that while the majority shows 
a willingness to use the data for school improvement, less than one-third have reportedly 
seen or used the survey results (Debnam et al., 2021).

Management is responsible for the safety culture of the learning environment regardless 
of whether the SC is positive and responsive to changing situations or passive, in which 
case the management does not particularly prioritize safety (Kelloway, 2006). Furthermore, 
for school staff, the role of the principal seems to represent the key positive or negative fac-
tor in this regard (Capp et al., 2022). Thus, it is important to examine school staff’s percep-
tions of how the school management handles safety culture. Their models of operation and 
the relationship and interaction between students and staff are reflected in students’ percep-
tions of SC and safety at school (Amsalu & Belay, 2024; Bradshaw et al., 2021; Williams 
et al., 2018). A positive SC is also important to staff, as they must rely on the ability of the 
work community to handle safety matters and positive SC reduces workload and improves 
recovery from work (Garrick et al., 2014).
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In this paper, we aim to engage the scholarly community in greater discourse on SC 
as a perception of the safety culture of schools. This quantitative study will produce new 
knowledge about how school staff perceive SC and thus consider its role as a manifestation 
of the safety culture and discuss it as part of developing the safety and security of learning 
environments. Using survey data (N = 549) collected from 21 comprehensive schools, we 
examine the SC and consider the extent to which schools may differ in their levels of SC. 
The study answers the following research questions: (1) What is the level of safety climate 
in learning environments as perceived by comprehensive school staff? and (2) Are there 
differences in the perceived safety climates of different comprehensive education schools?

Safety climate as perceived safety culture in learning environments

In learning environments, the level of safety culture is established through actions that 
either promote or detract from the safety of staff, students and conditions (Leino & Lind-
fors, 2024). Safety culture can be defined as a combination of the values, beliefs, attitudes, 
structures, routines, systems and rules that guide individual and group behaviour regarding 
managing safety (Geller, 2011; Guldenmund, 2000). Safety is not only attained through 
specific means, rules or individual improvements. It is created through a culture of trust, 
reporting practices, transparency and self-discipline in the community (Leape et al., 2009), 
which should manifest as a positive perception of SC. However, studies have long high-
lighted the deficiencies in school safety culture, particularly regarding anticipation and pro-
active operation models, and the situation does not seem to be improving (Lindfors et al., 
2024; Rajan et  al., 2022; Vallinkoski & Koirikivi, 2020; Waitinen, 2011). In the recent 
external audit, only one-fifth of schools reached the minimum level of safety culture man-
dated by law (Lindfors et al., 2024). Previous studies have recommended that comprehen-
sive schools develop their safety management and expertise and instal community-based 
operating models (Lindfors et al., 2024; Teperi et al., 2018; Vallinkoski & Koirikivi, 2020; 
Waitinen, 2011), which can enhance the proactive safety culture and perceptions of a posi-
tive SC.

The SC of a school is connected to how the students and staff are accustomed to inter-
acting (Bradshaw et al., 2021). It is conveyed through relationships between individuals, 
the interaction of community members, community values, attitudes, practices, mutually 
agreed-upon rules, communication and social cohesion (Geller, 2011; Kutsyuruba et  al., 
2015). A positive SC is characterized by a strong commitment to safety, open communica-
tion and shared operating models as well as the promotion of preparedness, discussions 
about safety and the reporting of safety observations (Teperi et al., 2018; Waitinen, 2011). 
For staff, SC is related to the working environment, how work is carried out, what the mod-
els of operating are and how safety matters are handled (Summers, 2022). The SC plays a 
crucial role in shaping safety-related behaviour, reducing accidents and promoting a safe 
and healthy working environment (Burns & Machin, 2013; Dahlstedt & Foultier, 2021; 
Luo, 2020; McIntosh et al., 2014). In schools with a positive SC, the atmosphere is one of 
trust and respect, interpersonal relations are positive (Díaz-Vicario & Gairín Sallán, 2017) 
and the teamwork of the staff increases safety and the flow of information (Benoliel, 2020). 
For example, the close collaboration of the management team significantly increases the 
safety of learning environments and reduces school violence (Benoliel, 2020). In socially 
unsafe environments, there are interpersonal conflicts and less solidarity between commu-
nity members (Yildirim & Yenipinar, 2017).
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According to Kines and colleagues (2011), when SC is studied from the perspective of 
safety leadership, employees should perceive the ability of management to prioritize and man-
age matters related to safety. This entails examining whether management professionally and 
actively acts on safety matters and how it views activities that endanger safety. By interacting 
and communicating with community members, school leaders and management should ensure 
that there is a shared understanding of and the necessary competence to carry out safety cul-
ture practices and operating models as well as a shared and up-to-date safety snapshot (Teperi, 
2023; Teperi et al., 2018). This safety snapshot refers to a collective and current overview of 
safety-related conditions, risks and practices within learning environments, serving as a ref-
erence point for continuous improvement and informed decision-making. Kelloway (2006) 
and Luo (2020) emphasize the importance of active leadership in maintaining and developing 
the SC of a community, while passive leadership weakens the perception of SC and does not 
encourage the staff to actively care for safety matters. For example, delays in responding to 
safety incidents have been found to undermine confidence in the SC (Burns et al., 2006).

An individual’s trust in their community to handle safety matters is founded on faith in how 
the professional community works towards their safety (Kines et al., 2011; Luo, 2020). This 
involves examining the individual’s perception of how the work community promotes safety 
and the individual’s confidence in the ability of others to manage safety. The key questions are 
whether the community learns to prevent incidents based on experience and whether commu-
nity members’ suggestions and views of safety are appreciated (Hammar Chiriac et al., 2023; 
Kines et al., 2011; Summers et al., 2022). A community’s positive SC combined with high-
quality social interaction enhances safety management (Zhou & Jiang, 2015). In a previous 
survey study by Teperi and colleagues (2018), individuals’ trust in the ability of community 
members to handle safety matters was assessed as good, and they felt safe working with one 
another. While only a few differences were found between the communities, more differences 
were found within the communities. Furthermore, the SC is not static; it can vary depending 
on the situation, even within a community (Tear & Reader, 2023).

When information about SC is required for developing a single school, schools can be 
examined as cases. This allows school leaders and management to base their assessment of 
developmental needs on facts. Broadening the perspective beyond a single school is important 
because a positive SC is not only foundational for the work and well-being of school staff 
(Garrick et al., 2014; Occupational Safety and Health Act, 738/2002). It is the bedrock of chil-
dren and adolescents’ safety and well-being in schools (Díaz-Vicario & Gairín Sallán, 2017; 
Fossum et al., 2023; Kitsantas et al., 2004). However, Luo’s argument (2020) that the percep-
tion of SC may differ from objective reality must be noted. In addition, Fisher and Katz (2000) 
argue that there is a social desirability bias reflecting the relative importance of values within 
a culture. As security is a universally identified core value guiding people’s actions (Schwartz, 
2006), it is a fundamental value at schools. Thus, we hypothesize that school staff’s percep-
tions of SC may be quite positive. However, the safety culture in schools has been found to be 
reactive (Rajan et al., 2022; Waitinen, 2011), and the latest research results show that the same 
development needs persist from year to year (Lindfors et al., 2024; Vallinkoski & Koirikivi, 
2020).
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Data and methods

The key idea regarding measuring the SC of a community is that it serves as a perception 
of the current level of safety culture. Necessary developmental measures can be based on 
this information and then carried out (Kines et al., 2011; Summers et al., 2022). As a rule, 
the SC is perceived by individuals, but the overall picture is examined at the community 
level. Twenty-one schools were selected for the study, using discretionary sampling to col-
lect a representative sample of primary, secondary and integrated comprehensive schools 
from rural, urban and city areas. Twelve schools were primary schools (grades 1–6, pupils 
aged 7–12 years), five were lower secondary schools (grades 7–9, pupils aged 13–16 years) 
and four were integrated primary and lower secondary schools. These included schools 
from ten municipalities in five provinces. Each school had 35 to 800 pupils and nine to 
102 staff members, with the totals being 8299 pupils and 964 members of staff, most of 
whom were teachers. The sample represents about one per cent of Finnish schools. Twenty 
schools were municipal public schools, and one was a private school. This ratio is repre-
sentative of schools in Finland. The study is part of a holistic school safety and security 
research and development project called [Anonymized].

The research was carried out in accordance with sound scientific practice. At the begin-
ning of the project, the participating schools signed agreements outlining how the research-
ers and schools would collaborate. Part of this collaboration involved conducting staff sur-
veys at the beginning and end of the project. Research permits were applied for and granted 
by each municipality, and the school principals confirmed their willingness to participate 
on behalf of the community. Taking part in the survey was voluntary. No personal regis-
ter was used or created, because no direct identifiers were collected. Respondents were 
grouped by school, but individual respondents were not identifiable from the results.

The researchers informed school staff about the purpose of the study, the anonymity 
of the survey responses and the voluntary nature of participation during staff meetings, in 
which staff had time to answer the survey. Informed consent to participate was obtained 
through an information statement at the beginning of the survey, which stated that by 
responding, participants consented to the anonymous use of their responses for research 
purposes. Participants in this study were provided with links to both the privacy notice and 
data management plan.

The data gathering followed a data management plan designed in accordance with the 
General Data Protection Regulation and the ethical guidelines of the Finnish National 
Board on Research Integrity (TENK, 2023). The processing of data was carried out by 
obtaining informed consent from participants and instructing all personnel handling the 
data on ethics and conduct. Our institution (the University of Turku) does not require ethi-
cal approval for research involving adults. Although an ethical review was not required, 
this study adhered to the relevant ethical guidelines, including those of TENK.

The data (N = 549) were collected from the staff during the autumn of 2022. The range 
of school-specific samples was five to 56 respondents. Of the respondents, 111 identified 
as men, 417 as women, five as other and 16 did not wish to disclose their gender. The aver-
age response rate of the survey was 53.5% (response rates varied by school from 12.8 to 
82.1%). The survey allowed the staff to rate the SC of their school community on a five-
step Likert scale, with response options ranging from ‘completely disagree’ to ‘completely 
agree’ (cf. Kines et al., 2011; Summers et al., 2022).

Data were collected using the Nordic Occupational Safety Climate Questionnaire (NOS-
ACQ) (Kines et  al., 2011), which is widely used internationally (45 language versions) 
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for measuring SC via community members’ self-perceptions (Kines et al., 2011). For this 
study, ten variables were selected from the following two dimensions of the original met-
ric: management safety priority, commitment and competence, and safety communication, 
learning and trust in co-workers’ safety competence. In this study, management safety pri-
ority, commitment and competence (α = .704) refers to staff’s perceptions of whether school 
leaders and management prioritize safety and have the competence to actively promote 
safety and address behaviours that detract from safety, as well as how they communicate 
regarding safety matters. Safety communication, learning and trust in co-workers’ safety 
competence is reflected in individuals’ perceptions of how the community attends to safety 
matters (α = .787): how safety-oriented is the community, do individuals trust colleagues to 
attend to safety matters, does the community learn to prevent accidents and safety incidents 
through experience and what value does the community place on community members’ 
safety-related proposals? These dimensions were selected because of the central role man-
agement plays in building a safety climate (Kelloway, 2006) along with a sense of commu-
nity, in which trust in co-workers is also central (Garrick et al., 2014; see also, for example, 
Hammar Chiriac et  al., 2023). In this study, the individual dimensions that indicate two 
latent characteristics were measured by five statements (i.e. 10 variables).

Data analysis

The normality of the data distributions was tested using the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test 
and by calculating their skewness and kurtosis from zero. The Kolmogorov–Smirnov 
test showed that only one of the individual variables followed the normal distribution 
(p < .050). In the case of three variables, only the coefficient of excess was normally dis-
tributed. Thus, the requirement of normally distributed variables was not fully realized. 
Therefore, nonparametric methods were used in the analysis. Graphically, the distributions 
were peaked and skewed in the direction of the positive response options.

The main results are presented as averages, frequency distributions and range indica-
tors. The Mann–Whitney U test was used to compare two independent subsamples, and the 
Kruskal–Wallis H test was used to compare several independent subsamples. The results 
are statistically significant when p < .050 and statistically very significant when p < .001. 
In comparing independent groups, the effect size is also reported using Cohen’s d. The 
effect size is considered medium when it falls within the range of .400 to .500, in which 
case the observed differences can be interpreted as significant. The effect size is large when 
Cohen’s d is .800 or more. Similarly, the effect size is small when Cohen’s d is .200 or less, 
in which case the differences are not significant.

Results

First, we examine variable-specific averages and frequency distributions. We then consider 
the variation between schools by variable and dimension, both among schools and within 
schools. Finally, the dimension-specific results are grouped by school size, location and 
type and compared.

Figure  1 illustrates that the estimates of staff tend to centre strongly on the positive 
response options (N = 549). The perceptions were, on average, the most positive regard-
ing the following variables: Management lacks the ability to deal with safety properly and 
We who work here take each other’s opinions and suggestions concerning safety seriously. 
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Respondents’ perceptions were, on average, almost neutral regarding the following vari-
ables: Management places safety before working. Otherwise, the differences were minor, 
and the result reflects positive perceptions of SC.

Figure 2 illustrates that except for one variable (Management places safety before work-
ing), responses were concentrated on the ‘Agree’ option. Notably, the relative proportion of 
positively weighted responses was at least 80% for the following variables: We who work 
here have confidence in management’s ability to deal with safety (80%), We who work here 
try to find a solution if someone points out a safety problem (82%), We who work here learn 
from our experiences to prevent accidents (84%) and We who work here take each other’s 
opinions and suggestions concerning safety seriously (86%). The proportion of negatively 
weighted responses varied between 1 and 2%, except for the claim that Management places 

Fig. 1   Averages for safety climate variables

Fig. 2   Frequency distributions of variables related to safety climate
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safety before working, for which the relative share of negatively weighted responses was 
23%. The result shows that SC is perceived positively.

Figure 3 illustrates that the variable-specific differences between schools ranged from 
0.76 to 1.22. Differences between schools were most notable for the following variables: 
Management ensures that safety problems discovered during safety walk rounds/evalua-
tions are corrected immediately (range 1.22), We who work here try to find a solution if 
someone points out a safety problem (range 1.13) and Management lacks the ability to deal 
with safety properly (range 1.12). Differences between schools were the smallest for the 
variable We who work here learn from our experiences to prevent accidents (range 0.76). 
Although the differences between schools were quite moderate, they were very significant 
for Variables 03–08.

Figure 4 illustrates that the averages for schools for management safety priority, com-
mitment and competence ranged from 3.45 to 4.33 (a range of 0.88). The differences were 
moderate but statistically very significant. The school-specific averages ranged from 1.00 
to 3.00, with an average of 1.92. School-specific variation was 48% on average. The result 
shows that staff perceptions of management safety priority, commitment and competence 
are remarkably heterogeneous.

Figure  5 illustrates that, regarding safety communication, learning and trust in co-
worker safety competence, school averages ranged from 3.69 to 4.44 (range of 0.75). The 
differences were moderate but statistically very significant. The range length for the school-
specific averages ranged from 1.00 to 1.80. School-specific variation was 46% on average. 
The results show that there is considerable heterogeneity regarding perceived safety com-
munication, learning and trust in co-worker safety competence.

Figure 6 demonstrates that school size does have a statistically significant effect on 
how school staff perceive management safety priority, commitment and competence. 
However, based on the moderate to large effect size, views were significantly more posi-
tive in schools with up to 100 pupils than iLeino, M., & Lindfors, E. (2024). Oppi-
misympäristön turvallisuudenn schools with 101—400 pupils (d = .606) or more than 
400 pupils (d = .597). School size was found to have an impact on safety communication, 
learning and trust in co-worker safety competence, both statistically and based on the 
effect size. In schools with up to 100 pupils, attitudes were slightly more positive than 

Fig. 3   Differences between schools
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in those with 101 to 400 pupils (p = .022, d = .846) or more than 400 pupils (p = .011, 
d = .886). The differences were statistically significant and had a medium effect size. In 
small schools, management safety priority, commitment and competence is viewed more 
positively than in larger schools.

We then examined primary, secondary and integrated school staffs’ views of SC in 
terms of its various dimensions. Figure 7 illustrates that school type has no statistical 

Fig. 4   School-specific differences in the dimension management safety priority, commitment and com-
petence. This dimension was considered to indicate the following regarding SC: excellent ≥ 4.50, very 
good = 4.00–4.49, good = 3.50–3.99, fairly good = 3.00–3.49, inadequate = 2.50–2.99 and weak < 2.50

Fig. 5   Differences between schools for safety communication, learning and trust in co-worker safety com-
petence 
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impact on how staff evaluate management safety priority, commitment and competence 
or safety communication, learning and trust in co-worker safety competence. The results 
do not differ when the respondents are grouped by school type.

Figure 8 demonstrates that school location does not affect how staff perceive manage-
ment safety priority, commitment and competence. The results differ only slightly among 
city, urban and rural schools. The differences are not statistically significant, nor are they 
significant regarding effect size. Furthermore, the location of the school does not appear 
to have a statistically significant effect on safety communication, learning and trust in co-
worker safety competence. The differences are not statistically convincing. However, in 

Fig. 6   Dimension-specific variation in safety climate by school size

Fig. 7   Dimension-specific variation in safety climate by school type
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rural schools, safety communication, learning and trust in co-worker safety competence 
was significantly more positive than in urban schools (d = .414) and city schools (d = .377) 
on average.

Discussion

This study explores SC in learning environments through the perceptions of staff. It was 
executed in 21 comprehensive schools in Finland, using two dimensions of the NOCAQC 
test, (Kines et al., 2011; Summers et al., 2022): management safety priority, commitment 
and competence and safety communication, learning and trust in co-worker safety com-
petence, focusing on SC as perceived by staff (N = 549). The response rate (53.5%) was 
reasonable. The NOSACQ test was able to identify differences between respondents and 
schools, which indicates its suitability for measuring staff perceptions of SC.

As SC is considered to reflect a level of safety culture in a community (Guldenmund, 
2000; Summers et  al., 2022; Tear & Reader, 2023), safety culture appears significantly 
weaker in previous studies than the SC perceptions of school staff suggest here. Attention 
is drawn to the responsive way schools handle safety in learning environments, instead of 
planning and preparing for contingencies proactively (Lindfors et  al., 2024; Rajan et al., 
2022). Despite our results indicating heterogeneously positive perceptions of SC, differ-
ences are larger within than between schools. Thus, while these differences are quite mod-
erate, they are still statistically significant regarding how the staff of a particular school 
perceive their SC. There is a distinct discrepancy in the results that school staff perceive 
SC, on average, positively, while previous studies on safety culture (Lindfors et al., 2024; 
Fossum et al., 2023; Rajan et al., 2022; Varjas et al., 2009; Vallinkoski & Koirikivi, 2020; 
Waitinen, 2011) share the view that comprehensive schools should develop safety manage-
ment and community-based operating models as well as the safety competence of staff.

It may be that behind the staff’s perception of SC lies a different kind of safety com-
petence and understanding of safety culture, rather than the student view, as Capp and 

Fig. 8   Dimension-specific variation in safety climate by school location
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others (2022) argue. As Luo states (2020), there may be differences between real and per-
ceived SC. Perhaps, the positive perceptions of SC reflect a reactive safety culture that staff 
finds sufficient for its work. This would explain why the level of safety culture of schools 
remains reactive (Lindfors et al., 2024; Rajan et al., 2022; Waitinen, 2011), which does not 
produce safe learning environments.

There is no reason to believe that increasing the number of schools and respondents 
would have changed the results. The overall SC is positive; there are no differences between 
the school types and there are only small differences in favour of smaller schools and rural 
schools. The school system is well administered in Finland, and there are no significant 
differences between schools. In addition, the positive perceptions of SC may be typical of 
school staff in many countries because of social desirability bias (Fisher & Katz, 2000). 
The staff, most of whom are teachers, values safety, and they would have been unsuccessful 
in their work if they perceived SC negatively.

To explain positive perceptions of SC, future studies should adopt a triangulation 
approach. SC could be measured simultaneously for students and staff, and the external 
evaluation of safety culture could be included. Staff and students could be asked to describe 
what they understand ‘safety culture in learning environments’ to mean. This would allow 
researchers to compare the coherence of perceptions, consider the potential reasons for dif-
ferences, and develop the safety culture of learning environments in a knowledge-based 
manner (Amsalu & Belay, 2024; Hammar Chiriac et al., 2023; van Nunen et al., 2018).

Conclusions

The staff perceived their SC positively on average (Fig. 1). Positive SC plays a significant 
role in learning environments (Amsalu & Belay, 2024; Voon & Ariff, 2019) because it 
shapes safety-related behaviour, reduces safety incidents and promotes safety and health 
(Burns & Machin, 2013; Dahlstedt & Foultier, 2021; Luo, 2020; McIntosh et al., 2014). 
Thus, SC helps create a safe learning environment (Hammar Chiriac et al., 2023).

When examining the differences between schools, attention is drawn to the fact that 
there are quite moderate but statistically very significant differences between schools 
regarding staff perceptions of SC (Fig. 3, Variables 03–08). Regarding management safety 
priority, commitment and competence, staff perceptions are remarkably heterogeneous 
(Fig.  4). Regarding safety communication, learning and trust in co-worker safety com-
petence, staff perceptions are considerably heterogeneous (Fig.  5). School type and size 
did not have a statistical significance on how staff perceived SC in learning environments 
(Figs. 7 and 8). However, in schools with 100 pupils or fewer, the effect sizes showed that 
the staff assessed safety communication, learning and trust in co-worker safety competence 
significantly more positively than in larger schools, and rural staff assessed it more posi-
tively than urban and city staff (Fig. 8). In conclusion, staff perceptions of school SC are 
not uniform but are positive on average.

How experienced school leaders, management and the community are in manag-
ing safety seems to affect perceptions of SC among staff. This could be interpreted as 
indicating a proactive safety culture among schools, a safe working environment for 
staff (Garrick et al., 2014) in the schools sampled and a safe learning environment for 
students (Bradshaw et  al., 2021; Díaz-Vicario & Gairín Sallán, 2017; Kitsantas et  al., 
2004). The result of the current study may indicate that, on average, school staff are 
pleased with the reactive manner of managing safety and security. Thus, future studies 
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must examine how safety competence explains perceptions of SC. Can staff safety com-
petence explain differences in perceptions of SC? As the teamwork of staff increases 
safety and the flow of information (Benoliel, 2020), it would be interesting to compare 
the SC of schools with and without safety teams.

Policy and practice implications for enhancing school SC

The findings of the study emphasize the importance of embedding SC as a strategic ele-
ment in educational governance and practice. First, the study’s findings reveal a gener-
ally positive perception of SC among Finnish comprehensive school staff, suggesting 
that SC is a salient determinant of both educational quality and occupational well-being. 
As we know positive SC correlates with improved learning outcomes, enhanced staff 
and student well-being and reduced safety incidents (Burns & Machin, 2013; Díaz-
Vicario & Gairín Sallán, 2017; Garrick et  al., 2014). It could be institutionalized as 
a formal indicator within national education quality assurance and evaluation frame-
works. Recognizing SC as a formal quality indicator aligns with broader educational 
goals of equity, well-being and inclusivity. Furthermore, embedding SC into national 
frameworks could enable systematic monitoring, promote accountability and support 
the continuous improvement of school safety practices. SC metrics could also serve as 
diagnostic tools for identifying systemic vulnerabilities and guiding evidence-based pol-
icy interventions.

Secondly, variability between and within schools regarding SC perceptions may indicate 
disparities in staff understanding and enactment of safety practices, which may reflect une-
ven access to professional learning and development (PLD) focused on safety competence. 
Strategically designed PLD initiatives could equip educators to manage complex safety 
challenges and foster a proactive safety culture that supports pedagogical effectiveness and 
psychosocial well-being.

Thirdly, disaggregated SC data should be used to design and implement tailored inter-
ventions, especially in schools with significant variability or lower aggregate SC scores. 
While the differences in SC perceptions seem to be moderate between the schools, the 
disparities are statistically significant within schools, underscoring the need for localized, 
data-driven approaches. Targeted interventions, such as multidisciplinary safety teams, 
peer-led reflective practice groups and bespoke leadership coaching, could improve com-
munication and empower staff to co-create safe and supportive learning environments and 
reduce the gap between schools’ safety culture and the perceptions of SC.

Finally, to understand SC as a key determinant of well-being and quality learning out-
comes, it must be recognized not merely as an operational concern but as a strategic prior-
ity in educational policy and school leadership. By embedding SC into quality assurance 
systems, investing in educator capacity through PLD and tailoring interventions to contex-
tual realities, education systems can advance towards equitable, safe and thriving learning 
environments for all.

Acknowledgements  This study was supported by the Ministry of Education and Culture in Finland and the 
Success in school safety project 2022–2024. We want to thank the Ministry. Moreover, our special thanks 
go to the 21 schools that participated in this study and all the people who contributed with their experience 
to this study.



	 Learning Environments Research           (2026) 29:24    24   Page 14 of 17

Funding  Open Access funding provided by University of Turku (including Turku University Central Hos-
pital). Funding for this study was received from the Ministry of Education and Culture, VN/6961/2021, by 
Eila Lindfors.

Declarations 

Conflict of interest  There is no conflict of interest or competing interest such as validity of research or finan-
cial gain regarding this article. The objectivity of this research is not affected by any financial or personal 
interest by the authors or the funder of the project this study was part of.

Ethical approval  This manuscript is our original work and has not received prior publication nor is it under 
consideration for publication elsewhere. The final version of the manuscript has been approved by all authors.

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com-
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article 
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly 
from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

References

Aldridge, J. M., & Blackstock, M. J. (2024). Assessing students’ perceptions of school climate in pri-
mary schools. Learning Environments Research, 27(3), 579–602. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​
s10984-​024-​09492-2

Amsalu, A., & Belay, S. (2024). Analyzing the contribution of school climate to academic achievement 
using structural equation modeling. SAGE Open. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​21582​44024​12272​71

Basic Education Act 628/1998. Finlex. Retrieved March 26, 2025, from https://​www.​finlex.​fi/​fi/​lains​aadan​
to/​1998/​628

Benoliel, P. (2020). Principals’ boundary activities and school violence: The mediating role of school man-
agement teams. Educational Management Administration & Leadership, 48(2), 286–304. https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1177/​17411​43218​802592

Bradshaw, C. P., Cohen, J., Espelage, D. L., & Nation, M. (2021). Addressing school safety through compre-
hensive school climate approaches. School Psychology Review, 50(2–3), 221–236. https://​doi.​org/​10.​
1080/​23729​66X.​2021.​19263​21

Burns, C., Mearns, K., & McGeorge, P. (2006). Explicit and implicit trust within safety culture. Risk Analy-
sis, 26(5), 1139–1150. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1111/j.​1539-​6924.​2006.​00821.x

Burns, R. A., & Machin, M. A. (2013). Employee and workplace well-being: A multi-level analysis 
of teacher personality and organizational climate in Norwegian teachers from rural, urban and city 
schools. Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research, 57(3), 309–324. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​
00313​831.​2012.​656281

Capp, G. P., Avi Astor, R., & Moore, H. (2022). Positive school climate for school staff? The roles of admin-
istrators, staff beliefs, and school organization in high and low resource school districts. Journal of 
Community Psychology, 50(2), 1060–1082. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1002/​jcop.​22701

Dahlstedt, M., & Foultier, C. (2021). Fostering agents of change: Governing, crime prevention and teaching 
for security. Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research, 65(3), 373–384. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​
00313​831.​2019.​17058​99

Debnam, K. J., Edwards, K., & Cornell, D. (2021). Improving the school environment: School staff percep-
tions of school climate data and reporting practices. Journal of Community Psychology, 49(6), 1965–
1982. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1002/​jcop.​22500

Díaz-Vicario, A., & Gairín Sallán, J. (2017). A comprehensive approach to managing school safety: Case 
studies in Catalonia, Spain. Educational Research, 59(1), 89–106. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​00131​881.​
2016.​12724​30

Finnish National Board on Research Integrity TENK. (2023). The Finnish code of conduct for research 
integrity and procedures for handling alleged violations of research integrity in Finland 2023. 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10984-024-09492-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10984-024-09492-2
https://doi.org/10.1177/21582440241227271
https://www.finlex.fi/fi/lainsaadanto/1998/628
https://www.finlex.fi/fi/lainsaadanto/1998/628
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143218802592
https://doi.org/10.1177/1741143218802592
https://doi.org/10.1080/2372966X.2021.1926321
https://doi.org/10.1080/2372966X.2021.1926321
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1539-6924.2006.00821.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2012.656281
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2012.656281
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.22701
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2019.1705899
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2019.1705899
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.22500
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131881.2016.1272430
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131881.2016.1272430


Learning Environments Research           (2026) 29:24 	 Page 15 of 17     24 

Publications of the Finnish National Board on Research Integrity TENK 4/2023. https://​tenk.​fi/​sites/​
defau​lt/​files/​2023-​05/​RI_​Guide​lines_​2023.​pdf

Fisher, R. J., & Katz, J. E. (2000). Social-desirability bias and the validity of self-reported values. Psychol-
ogy & Marketing, 17(2), 105–120. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1002/​(SICI)​1520-​6793(200002)​17:2%​3c105::​
AID-​MAR3%​3e3.0.​CO;2-9

Fossum, S., Skokauskas, N., Handegård, B. H., Hansen, K. L., & Kyrrestad, H. (2023). The significance 
of traditional bullying, cyberbullying, and mental health problems for middle school students feeling 
unsafe in the school environment. Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research, 67(2), 281–293. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​00313​831.​2021.​20063​05

Garrick, A., Mak, A. S., Cathcart, S., Winwood, P. C., Bakker, A. B., & Lushington, K. (2014). Psycho-
social safety climate moderating the effects of daily job demands and recovery on fatigue and work 
engagement. Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 87(4), 694–714. https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1111/​joop.​12069

Geller, E. S. (2011). Psychological science and safety: Large-scale success at preventing occupational 
injuries and fatalities. Current Directions in Psychological Science, 20(2), 109–114. https://​doi.​org/​
10.​1177/​09637​21411​402667

Guldenmund, F. W. (2000). The nature of safety culture: A review of theory and research. Safety Sci-
ence, 34(1), 215–257. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/​S0925-​7535(00)​00014-X

Hammar Chiriac, E., Forsberg, C., & Thornberg, R. (2023). Teacher teams: A safe place to work on 
creating and maintaining a positive school climate. Social Psychology of Education, 27(4), 1775–
1795. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s11218-​023-​09880-1

Kelloway, E. K., Mullen, J., & Francis, L. (2006). Divergent effects of transformational and passive lead-
ership on employee safety. Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 11(1), 76–86. https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1037/​1076-​8998.​11.1.​76

Kines, P., Lappalainen, J., Lyngby Mikkelsen, K., Olsen, E., Pousette, A., Tharaldsen, J., Tómasson, K., 
& Törner, M. (2011). Nordic Safety Climate Questionnaire (NOSACQ-50): A new tool for diagnos-
ing occupational safety climate. International Journal of Industrial Ergonomics, 41(6), 634–646. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​ergon.​2011.​08.​004

Kitsantas, A., Ware, H. W., & Martinez-Arias, R. (2004). Students’ perceptions of school safety: Effects 
by community, school environment, and substance use variables. The Journal of Early Adoles-
cence, 24(4), 412–430. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​02724​31604​268712

Kutsyuruba, B., Klinger, D. A., & Hussain, A. (2015). Relationships among school climate, school 
safety, and student achievement and well-being: A review of the literature. Review of Education, 
3(2), 103–135. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1002/​rev3.​3043

Leape, L., Berwick, D., Clancy, J., Conway, J., Gluck, P., Guest, J., Lawrence, D., Morath, J., O’Leary, 
D., O’Neill, P., Pinakiewicz, D., & Isaac, T. (2009). Transforming health care: A safety imperative. 
Quality and Safety in Health Care, 18(6), 424–428. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1136/​qshc.​2009.​036954

Leino, M., & Lindfors, E. (2024). Oppimisympäristön turvallisuuden osa-alueet ja tilannekuva –Peru-
sopetuksen turvallisuuden hallintaa turvallisuusilmoitusten perusteella. [Dimensions andsnapshot 
of safety in the learning environment – Managing safety in basic education based onsafety notice 
reports] Hallinnon tutkimus [Administrative Studies], 43(3):226–245. https://​doi.​org/​10.​37450/​ht.​
131217

Lindfors, E., Luukka, E., Kokki, J., & Kiviranta, L. (Eds.) (2024). ONNI on turvallinen koulu 
2022–2024:Hankkeen loppuraportti [Success in school safety 2022–2024: Project report]. University 
of Turku.https://​urn.​fi/​URN:​ISBN:​978-​951-​29-​9635-3

Lindfors, E., Somerkoski, B., & Korkeaniemi, A. (2024). Kouluorganisaatioiden turvallisuuskulttuurioma-
toimisen varautumisen arvioinnin perusteella – monitapaustutkimus perusopetuksen kouluissa [The-
safety culture of a school organization based on evaluation of self–preparedness: A multi–case study 
incomprehensive education schools]. Hallinnon tutkimus (Administrative Studies), 43(4):284–300. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​37450/​ht.​138682

Luo, T. (2020). Safety climate: Current status of the research and future prospects. Journal of Safety Sci-
ence and Resilience, 1(2), 106–119. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​jnlssr.​2020.​09.​001

McIntosh, K., Ty, S. V., & Miller, L. D. (2014). Effects of school-wide positive behavioral interventions 
and supports on internalizing problems: Current evidence and future directions. Journal of Positive 
Behavior Interventions, 16(4), 209–218. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1177/​10983​00713​491980

Occupational Safety and Health Act 738/2002. Finlex. Retrieved March 26, 2025, from https://​www.​
finlex.​fi/​fi/​lains​aadan​to/​saado​skoko​elma/​2002/​738

Rajan, S., Reeping, P. M., Ladhani, Z., Vasudevan, L. M., & Branas, C. C. (2022). Gun violence in K-12 
schools in the United States: Moving towards a preventive (versus reactive) framework. Preventive 
Medicine, 165(Pt A), 107280–107280. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​ypmed.​2022.​107280

https://tenk.fi/sites/default/files/2023-05/RI_Guidelines_2023.pdf
https://tenk.fi/sites/default/files/2023-05/RI_Guidelines_2023.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1520-6793(200002)17:2%3c105::AID-MAR3%3e3.0.CO;2-9
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1520-6793(200002)17:2%3c105::AID-MAR3%3e3.0.CO;2-9
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2021.2006305
https://doi.org/10.1111/joop.12069
https://doi.org/10.1111/joop.12069
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721411402667
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721411402667
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0925-7535(00)00014-X
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11218-023-09880-1
https://doi.org/10.1037/1076-8998.11.1.76
https://doi.org/10.1037/1076-8998.11.1.76
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ergon.2011.08.004
https://doi.org/10.1177/0272431604268712
https://doi.org/10.1002/rev3.3043
https://doi.org/10.1136/qshc.2009.036954
https://doi.org/10.37450/ht.131217
https://doi.org/10.37450/ht.131217
https://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-951-29-9635-3
https://doi.org/10.37450/ht.138682
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jnlssr.2020.09.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/1098300713491980
https://www.finlex.fi/fi/lainsaadanto/saadoskokoelma/2002/738
https://www.finlex.fi/fi/lainsaadanto/saadoskokoelma/2002/738
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2022.107280


	 Learning Environments Research           (2026) 29:24    24   Page 16 of 17

Schwartz, S. H. (2006). Basic human values: An overview. Retrieved March 26, 2025, from https://​ura-
nos.​ch/​resea​rch/​refer​ences/​Schwa​rtz_​2006/​Schwa​rtzpa​per.​pdf

Somerkoski, B. (2017). Green Cross: Application for analyzing school injuries. Finnish Journal of 
EHealth and EWelfare, 9(4), 322–329. https://​doi.​org/​10.​23996/​fjhw.​65178

Summers, D., Sarris, A., Harries, J., & Kirby, N. (2022). The development of a brief and practical work 
safety climate measure. International Journal of Industrial Ergonomics, 87, 103255. https://​doi.​
org/​10.​1016/j.​ergon.​2021.​103255

Tear, M. J., & Reader, T. W. (2023). Understanding safety culture and safety citizenship through the lens 
of social identity theory. Safety Science, 158, 105993. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​ssci.​2022.​105993

Teperi, A.-M., Lindfors, E., Kurki, A.-L., Somerkoski, B., Ratilainen, H., Tiikkaja, M., Uusitalo, H., 
Lantto, E., & Pajala, R. (2018). Turvallisuuden edistäminen opetusalalla: Edusafe-projektin lop-
puraportti [Safety promotion in education: The report of the EduSafe-project]. Finnish Institute of 
Occupational Health. https://​urn.​fi/​URN:​ISBN:​97895​22618​191

Teperi, A.-M. (2023). Ihminen turvallisuuden tekijänä [The human as a creator of safety]. Gaudeamus
Vallinkoski, K., & Koirikivi, P. (2020). Enhancing Finnish basic education schools’ safety culture 

through comprehensive safety and security management. Nordic Journal of Studies in Educational 
Policy, 6(2), 103–115. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​20020​317.​2020.​17200​69

van Nunen, K., Reniers, G., & Ponnet, K. (2018). Measuring and improving safety culture in organisa-
tions: An exploration of tools developed and used in Belgium. Journal of Risk Research, 21(5), 
622–644. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​13669​877.​2016.​12356​02

Varjas, K., Henrich, C. C., & Meyers, J. (2009). Urban middle school students’ perceptions of bullying, 
cyberbullying, and school safety. Journal of School Violence, 8(2), 159–176. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1080/​
15388​22080​20741​65

Voon, H., & Ariff, T. M. (2019). Factors influencing safety behaviour among primary school teachers in 
Kuala Nerus, Malaysia. International Journal of Recent Technology and Engineering, 8(2), 345–351. 
https://​doi.​org/​10.​35940/​ijrte.​B1059.​0782S​319

Waitinen, M. (2011). Turvallinen koulu?: Helsinkiläisten peruskoulujen turvallisuuskulttuurista ja siihen 
vaikuttavista tekijöistä [A safe school?: Safety culture in primary and secondary schools in Helsinki 
and the factors affecting it] (Department of Teacher Education Researches, 334). University of Hel-
sinki. http://​urn.​fi/​URN:​ISBN:​978-​952-​10-​6864-5

Williams, J. A., III., Svjada-Hardy, M., & Kwok, A. (2024). Teachers’ job satisfaction and perceptions of 
working conditions in an urban emergent school district. Learning Environments Research, 27(3), 
819–839. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1007/​s10984-​024-​09506-z

Williams, S., Schneider, M., Wornell, C., & Langhinrichsen-Rohling, J. (2018). Student’s perceptions of 
school safety: It is not just about being bullied. The Journal of School Nursing, 34(4), 319–330. https://​
doi.​org/​10.​1177/​10598​40518​761792

Yildirim, K., & Yenipinar, Ş. (2017). Psychological unsafety in schools: The development and validation of 
a scale. Journal of Education and Training Studies, 5(6), 167–176. https://​doi.​org/​10.​11114/​jets.​v5i6.​
2372

Yilmaz, S. (2022). How to enhance occupational health and safety practices in schools: An analysis through 
the eyes of school principals. International Journal of Psychology and Educational Studies, 9(4), 922–
933. https://​doi.​org/​10.​52380/​ijpes.​2022.9.​4.​871

Zhou, F., & Jiang, C. (2015). Leader-member exchange and employees’ safety behavior: The moderating 
effect of safety climate. Procedia Manufacturing, 3, 5014–5021. https://​doi.​org/​10.​1016/j.​promfg.​
2015.​07.​671

Publisher’s Note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Authors and Affiliations

Eila Lindfors1   · Antti Hilmola2   · Leena Kiviranta1   · Emilia Luukka1   · 
Julia Kokki1 

 *	 Eila Lindfors 
	 eila.lindfors@utu.fi

https://uranos.ch/research/references/Schwartz_2006/Schwartzpaper.pdf
https://uranos.ch/research/references/Schwartz_2006/Schwartzpaper.pdf
https://doi.org/10.23996/fjhw.65178
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ergon.2021.103255
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ergon.2021.103255
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssci.2022.105993
https://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:9789522618191
https://doi.org/10.1080/20020317.2020.1720069
https://doi.org/10.1080/13669877.2016.1235602
https://doi.org/10.1080/15388220802074165
https://doi.org/10.1080/15388220802074165
https://doi.org/10.35940/ijrte.B1059.0782S319
http://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-952-10-6864-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10984-024-09506-z
https://doi.org/10.1177/1059840518761792
https://doi.org/10.1177/1059840518761792
https://doi.org/10.11114/jets.v5i6.2372
https://doi.org/10.11114/jets.v5i6.2372
https://doi.org/10.52380/ijpes.2022.9.4.871
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.promfg.2015.07.671
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.promfg.2015.07.671
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3971-9421
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-1025-0372
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2783-549X
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0533-0266
http://orcid.org/0009-0003-3379-8231


Learning Environments Research           (2026) 29:24 	 Page 17 of 17     24 

	 Antti Hilmola 
	 antti.hilmola@helsinki.fi

	 Leena Kiviranta 
	 leena.m.kiviranta@utu.fi

	 Emilia Luukka 
	 emilia.luukka@tuni.fi

	 Julia Kokki 
	 jumikok@utu.fi

1	 Rauma Unit, Department of Teacher Education, University of Turku, Seminaarinkatu 1, 
26100 Rauma, Finland

2	 Faculty of Educational Sciences, University of Helsinki, Helsinki, Finland


	Safety climate in learning environments: a staff-centred analysis of comprehensive schools
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Safety climate as perceived safety culture in learning environments

	Data and methods
	Data analysis

	Results
	Discussion
	Conclusions
	Policy and practice implications for enhancing school SC

	Acknowledgements 
	References


