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[Purpose]

High school baseball in Japan is a traditional competitive environment characterized by strict discipline and
collectivism. However, it faces challenges related to psychological burdens and conventional coaching styles.
Against this backdrop, it is essential to clarify how the quality of the relationship between coaches and
players impacts players’ psychological safety. This study analyzes these relationships through the lens of
leader—-member exchange (LMX) theory, focusing on the specific ways in which such relationships influence
players’ psychological safety.

[Methods]

Using semi-structured interviews conducted via Zoom, we employed a modified LMX and psychological safety
scales (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Edmondson, 1999) adapted for high school baseball coaches and players.
Data analysis was performed using the KJ method to organize the themes. Participants included four coaches
from high school baseball teams (average age: 46.3 + 4.78 years) and 16 players (average age: 16.8 + 1.04
years) from schools that reached the top eight in the 2024 High School Baseball Regional Tournament.

[Results]

The analysis categorized 617 cards into 135 small groups; these were further consolidated into 23 medium
groups based on their relationships. These medium groups were organized into seven major groups: (1) Ideal-
Based Actions, (2) Multifaceted Communication, (3) Driving Forces, (4) Achievements and Evaluations, (5)
Coaching Competence, (6) Comfort, and (7) Talk-Nism.

[Conclusion]

This study revealed that high-quality LMX relationships based on trust and mutual respect significantly
enhanced psychological safety, allowing players to express opinions and engage in challenging behaviors in a
supportive environment. Conversely, traditional coaching styles, such as “Showa-style coaching” and critical
remarks, were shown to increase players’ psychological burden and undermine trust. These findings suggest
that tailored individual approaches and enriched daily communication are critical for improving psychological
safety. This, in turn, fosters player autonomy and collaborative spirit, strengthens team cohesion, and
enhances performance.



