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Abstract
This paper investigates the lifecycle of organisations’ transformation and how it influences
the development and sustenance of trust within human capital (employees). The data for this
qualitative study has been gathered through interviews and narratives from multinational organisations based in Finland. The findings reveal the unique relationship of trust sustenance
and development during organisational transformation. Results report positive and negative
influences on trust. This study augments the limited literature on qualitative research of trust
sustenance and its development during organisational transformation by introducing a conceptual framework.
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1. Introduction
Organisational transformations are critical events, and the disclosure about transformation
influences the trust between the workplace actors (Korsgaard et al., 2002; Lines et al., 2005;
Sverdrup and Stensaker, 2018). The purpose of the paper is to shed light on trust, how it is
sustained and developed within human capital (employees) in the different stages of organisational transformation. In the organisational transformation process, trust acts as a facilitator that positively moderates the association between human capital management, and the
change process (Kanter, 1977; Lane and Bachman, 1998; Burt, 2001). Organisations face constant challenges in sustaining and developing trust (Saunders and Thornhill, 2003; Lines et
al., 2005; Neves and Caetano, 2009) within human capital during transformations. Sustaining
trust in this study is considered to strengthen the trust whatever and whichever level it is when
the transformation is announced.
In recent years, organisational transformations have tended to absorb greater complexity
(Dervitsiotis, 2003), resulting in human capital (employees) to overcome the change. Human
capital, as defined by Becker (2002), is “…Knowledge, information, ideas, skills and health
of individuals” (Becker, 2002, p. 1). Managing human capital in an organisation undergoing
transformation can be administered precisely by developing and sustaining trust within an
employee’s workplace (Tzafrir et al., 2004).
This study focuses only on the planned transformations or changes (Bamford and Forrester, 2003) in an organisation. Change management or transformations as defined by Moran
and Brightman (2001, p. 111), is “the process of continually renewing an organisation’s direction, structure, and capabilities to serve the ever-changing needs of external and internal customers.” Lewin’s (1947) change model is observed as the ‘fundamental’ or ‘classic’ approach to,
or classic ‘paradigm’ for managing change (Waddell, 2007; Robbins and Judge, 2009; Sonenshein, 2010) and is considered as the elementary studies in change management.
This paper suggests a framework by illustrating the stages of transformation encompassing trust sustenance and trust development and integrating the process model of change
(Lewin, 1947) and key concepts from Lines et al., (2005) enabling to study the crucial stages
in the change implementation process. Findings from Morgan and Zeffane (2003) and Lines
et al., (2005) supports this study in the regard that organisational change represents critical
events where trust is developed or destroyed (Sverdrup and Stensaker, 2018) depending on the
structure of the change process.
Both management researchers and practitioners are becoming increasingly aware of the
importance of organisational transformations for amplifying organisational competency,
institutionalisation, and workplace management. Transformations in organisations are recognised as a core for building organisational competence (Neves and Caetano, 2009). Transformations are often unpredictable and triggered in organisations due to social or external
economic change (Kanter et al., 1992; Dawson, 1994; Luecke, 2003; Burnes, 2004; Savolainen,
2013). Initiations of transformations whether planned or unplanned, short-term, or long-term,
continuous, or discontinuous, temporary, or permanent (Pettigrew, 1990a, 1990b; Kanter et
al., 1992; Wilson, 1992; Dawson, 1994; Gilmore et al., 1997; Luecke, 2003; Burnes, 2004), pose
challenges both to the management and to the employees.
The current literature landscape has limited coverage that has attempted to investigate
trust development, sustenance, and organisational transformation together as Lines et al.,
(2005) research as a point of departure. Therefore, this study investigates the following research questions:
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1. How is trust sustained within human capital during the pre-transformations and transformation stages?
2. How is trust influenced within human capital at different stages of organisational transformations?
The subsequent section presents an examination of the literature on trust and factors studied
concerning trust in past studies. The section is focused on a theoretical integration of perception used for transforming organisations with trust concepts. The authors have adopted an
explorative, qualitative approach to the empirical study of trust development and dynamics.

Figure 1: Framework for studying the emergence of trust development and sustenance process (Partially
adapted from Savolainen and Ikonen 2016)

This qualitative study aims to advance the understanding of actors’ perceptions in their own,
real-life contexts. This approach pursues descriptions of the phenomena studied and sought
to understand the perceptions of individuals regarding trust development and sustenance,
working in a transforming organisation. The study utilises the interviews and narrative as the
methods for data collection and analysis to discover and describe both the nuances of the phenomenon and the core features.
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2. Theoretical Discussion
2.1 Concepts of trust

Trust plays multiple roles in organisations (Möllering et al., 2004; Fulmer and Gelfand, 2012;
Ozyilmaz et al., 2018) and studied on multidisciplinary levels by researchers (Horton and
Reid, 1991; Mayer et al., 1995; Kramer and Tyler, 1996; Rousseau et al., 1998; Costa et al., 2018;
Karhapää and Savolainen, 2018; Villena et al., 2019). Each trust-related study has been linked
and has contributed to specific issues associated with employees’ various workplace settings
(Boss, 1978; O’Neill and Lenn, 1995; Lewicki and Bunker, 1996; Robinson, 1996; Mossholder et
al., 2000; Lines et al., 2005; Nugent and Abolafia, 2006; Neves and Caetano, 2009; Ozyilmaz et
al., 2018; Sverdrup and Stensaker, 2018). Regardless of this, little effort has been made to study
the nexus of trust, development, and sustenance within human capital, during transformation
in organisations.
Giddens (1990, p. 34) states “trust in persons is always to some degree relevant to faith in
systems but concerns their proper working rather than their operation as such”. Klaussner
(2012) also states that positive expectations are a necessary condition for trust to develop, and
this falls within the scope of the current paper. Typically, trust is investigated as one’s trust in
another, e.g., employees’ trust in managers or leaders (Tzafrir et al., 2004; Shrivastava et al.,
2018) vice-versa. Moreover, several articles on trust have integrated past literature to study interpersonal and inter-organisational trust (Driscoll, 1978; Butler, 1991; Currall and Judge, 1995;
Mayer et al., 1995; McAllister, 1995; Whitener et al., 1998; Kroeger, 2012; Fuglsang and Jagd, 2015;
Shrivastava et al., 2018). Therefore, it is essential to recognise that trust is both organisational
and individual-based (Lewicki et al., 1998; Kroeger, 2012; Fuglsang and Jagd, 2015).
The current study on interpersonal trust relies on the concept of vulnerability, being vital
to the definitions of trust (Rotter, 1967; Currall and Judge, 1995; Mayer et al., 1995; Rousseau et
al., 1998; Möllering, 2006; Fulmer and Gelfand, 2012). The notion of willingness to be vulnerable refers to the suspension of uncertainty (Möllering, 2006) that is obvious in the process of
trust-building (Lewicki and Bunker, 1996; McKnight et al., 1998; Savolainen and Ikonen, 2016;
Shrivastava et al., 2018). According to Lewicki et al., (1998), trust and mistrust are separate,
but linked dimensions vary from low to high, rather than opposite ends of a scale. Thus, there
could be a context where an employee can experience both trust and mistrust, offering an opportunity to restore and sustain trust. A trust permits positive expectations to be assured and
reduces complexity and uncertainty by eliminating unfavourable expectations. In contrast,
mistrust allows unfavourable expectations to be assured and reduces complexity and uncertainty by removing favourable expectations.

2.2 Framework for trust and organisational transformations
Past scholars (Shapiro et al., 1992; Lewicki and Bunker, 1995; Savolainen and Ikonen, 2016) have
studied trust development as stage-based models that illustrate trust develops gradually and
depends on the work relationships as the association moves from one stage to another. Lewicki
and Bunker (1996, p. 124) propose a “stage-wise evolution of trust” that “develops gradually
as the parties move from one stage to another.” Thus, trust develops in relationships between
actors depending on those relationships’ nature and functionality. Laaksonen’s (2010) study
on trust formation in a team context revealed that trust is a wave-like motion with its “surges,
spatters, splashes and calms.” The process seems compound, non-linear, and non-straightforward with more wave-like development (Laaksonen 2010).
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This paper proposes a wave-like framework for trust development and sustenance mapped
to the three stages of transformation (pre-transformation, during transformation, and
post-transformation). When transformations are announced in organisations, there is unease in employees’ existing trust, i.e., the trust inclines towards the lower end. The conceptual
framework (Figure 2) presented in this study is unique and represents both the trust development and mistrust development in each stage of transformations and segregates the action
that leads to trust or mistrust development. The framework introduces 3R’s: Realisation, Relationship, and Rejuvenation necessary for trust sustenance in transforming organisations.

Figure 2: Trust sustenance and development framework during organisational transformation: illustrated as the wave.

2.2.1 Pre-Transformation
During the pre-transformation, the prime responsibility is to sustain the existing trust within
the human capital. In figure 2, sustaining trust is represented in the lower wave, which is considered the pre-transformation stage. In the ‘pre-transformation process’ (stated as the most
crucial stage), researchers in the past have epitomised the happy relationship between social
accounts (Brockner et al., 1990; Cobb and Wooten, 1998; Shaw et al., 2003) and trust (Lines et
al., 2005). Social accounts are “the explanations one gives another for the decisions and actions
he or she has made” (Cobb and Wooten, 1998, p. 148). The development of trust and mistrust
during transformation is dependent on how competently organisations use social accounts.
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Realisation
The realisation here is considered as a process that delivers not only communication regarding
the explanation of inaccuracy and why but also actions needed to prevent a future violation or
destruction of trust. The realisation method comprises of attributional processes (Dirks et al.,
2009; Kim et al., 2009) relation to repairing of trust “the Immediate Response and Diagnosis
stages” (Gillespie and Dietz, 2009) and reviews the first two stages, i.e., the Discovery and Explanation stages of organisational reintegration and trust restoration (Pfarrer et al., 2008). The
prior work supports that the realisation method needs to be perceived as reliable and honest
explanations of activities and causes to sustain trust. The timely communication and reasons
for executed actions and decisions during the transformation process have also been identified, as necessary. The employees during transformation typically assume the worst in the
absence of explanations that leads to mistrust. An incident such as transformation lowers trust
and trusting beliefs (Kim et al., 2009; Ikonen et al., 2016) towards organisations. The violator
must recognise the cause that has damaged trust, to repair and sustain it (Lewicki and Bunker,
1996). Research suggests these verbal responses aid forgiveness and trust repair (Bottom et al.,
2002).

2.2.2 During-Transformation
The next stage ‘during transformations’ stage highlights the prerequisite to emphasis on communication along with other actions like empowering employees (Mathieu et al., 2006), employee involvement (Glew et al., 1995), referential accounts (Tucker et al., 2013), transparency
(Morgan and Zeffane, 2003). These actions will enhance employee acceptance of the change
process (Oreg, 2006). Negligence to attend to the issues in this stage results in deterioration
or breach of trust. The 2 R’s: relationships and rejuvenation in various studies are considered
vital factors for developing trust, whereas this study considers them as overlapping factors that
need to be attended to in both the sustaining and developing stage. Figure 2 also shows the factors responsible for trust development and mistrust development on either side of the waves.

Relationship
Trust is fundamentally considered a relational construct, with a strong social and emotional
basis. According to Dirks et al., (2009, p. 69) “relationship repair occurs when a transgression
causes the positive state(s) that constitute(s) the relationship to disappear and/or negative states to
arise, as perceived by one or both parties, and activities by one or both parties substantively return the
relationship to a positive state”. Studies have cited trust and trustworthiness as cognitive factors
that are influenced instantly in relationships (McAllister, 1995; Robinson, 1996) as McEvily et
al. (2003) explain, trust functions as an “organising principle” for developing relationships
within organisations. According to Goffman’s (1967) and Tomlinson et al., (2004) different
form of offerings such as explanations, apologies, benefits, and compensations serves as the
elements helping to restore and reconciling the relationship.

Rejuvenation
Past literature advocates that some broken trust can be mended (Mishra, 1996; Bottom et al.,
2002; Gillespie and Dietz, 2009) and offers useful and fruitful perspectives on trust repair at the
interpersonal level (Dirks et al., 2009; Kramer and Lewicki, 2010), intergroup level (Tomlinson
et al. 2004), business to stakeholders’ level (Eberl et al., 2015), and organisational level (Gillespie and Dietz, 2009; Fraser, 2010).
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Rejuvenation of violated or broken trust may be critical, but it is possible to re-build and
sustain trust. Rejuvenation can be seen from a “social equilibrium or balance perspective”
signifying that a trust breach disturbs the social equilibrium and rejuvenation of trust missioned to restore that equilibrium (c.f., Ren and Gray, 2009). Rejuvenations of trust also laid
importance of apologies (Kellerman, 2006; Bachmann et al.,2015), explanations (Shapiro, 1991;
Tomlinson et al., 2004; Ferrin 2007), and compensations (Bottom et al., 2002; Dirks et al., 2009;
Bachmann, 2015).

2.2.3 Post-Transformation
The final “post-transformation” stage mark for the closure for the transformation process, addressing this stage is vital to avoid adverse reactions like worry, future safety, cynicism, resentment, and resignation during and after transformations (Brockner, 1988; Brockner et al., 1992;
Fein and Hilton, 1994; O’Neill and Lenn, 1995; Fein, 1996; Kramer, 1996, 2001).

3. Research Design
This study utilises a qualitative method to gather data through semi-structured interviews,
narrations and adopts a social constructivism paradigm. Organisational actors develop their
forms of reality based on several experiences through interactions (Creswell and Poth, 2017)
within the organisation’s hierarchies. Some of these experiences led to developing viewpoints
related to trust towards the organisational processes and practices.
As supported by (McAleese and Kilty, 2019), this research utilises a qualitative approach
due to a few sound reasons: the sensitive and delicate nature of the research topic itself; and
the ambiguity of theoretical concepts of the issue (both trust and its development). Creswell
(2003, p. 4) defines “qualitative research as a means for exploring and understanding the
meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem. The process of research
involves emerging questions and procedures. Data are typically collected in the participant’s
setting. Data analysis is inductively building from particulars to general themes. And the researcher making interpretations of the meaning of the data”. Therefore, the qualitative approach is well-grounded in this study’s framework due to the depth and multi-dimensionality
of the topic.
The reliability and validity of qualitative research are warranted through a thorough clarification of the research design and eradicating biases (Creswell and Poth, 2017). In this study,
the research method is explained in this section, and the research questions and the segments
of participants’ accounts are presented in the next sub-section. The interviews were recorded
where possible, and in other cases, detailed notes were taken that were later validated by the
participants to eradicate the possibility of biases.

3.1 Participants and Data Collection
The participants’ selection was guided by the desire to find informants that have experienced
the influence on trust during the transformation. Two methods were used for data collection:
interviews and narratives, twenty-one semi-structured interviews, and seven narratives from
the organisation under transformation in Finland. Participants were Finns and Asians working
in Finland. The interviews were conducted outside working hours.
The interview technique is a flexible method that enables the participants to discuss openly
and free (Savolainen, 2013; Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016). Narratives and stories are typical
ways to clarify reality, and narration is close to ordinary speech (Eriksson and Kovalainen,
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2016). More precisely, in the current study, the narrative is defined as “a spoken or written text
that involves temporal sequences of events and actions” (Maitlis, 2012, p. 492).
Each interview lasted about 60-90 minutes to understand employees’ emotional experiences and social consequences. Initial questions were intended to understand better the transformation’s occurrence and former transformation pros and cons. Specific interviews were
recorded, and the participants were encouraged to discuss the topic freely, and written notes
were used for the employees who were not comfortable with recording. Later, a discussion regarding the perception of trust during and post-transformation was held.
The following questions were discussed at the end of the interviews to understand a participant’s viewpoint on trust in the setting of transformation.
• How was employees’ trust influenced when organisation transformation was announced?
• What actions were initiated in the organisation to develop and sustain trust during the
transformation process?
• How was the trust developed and sustained by transformation actors during the transformation process?
The first question was designed to prompt observations on the perceived level of trust within
human capital (employees). The second and third questions were designed to focus on the
organisational practices adopted by transformational actors and their impact on trust development and sustenance.
The participants’ viewpoints were grouped and categorised related to pre-transformation
and the study’s transformation process to facilitate the data analysis. It became clear in the
analysis of the records and texts that participants could clearly distinguish the thin line between trust sustenance, trust development, and mistrust during the transformation.

4. Findings
A critical and urgent step for organisation actors during transformation is an initial response
towards social accounts, like interacting and connecting with the employees. As, when transformations are announced, trust is initially influenced and goes to the negative side, i.e.,
mistrust. This is explained by the narrative (N1) stating how the employee feels and how the
trust was influenced. Past studies have illustrated that trust is more natural to destroy than to
develop (Meyerson et al., 1996; Hempel et al., 2009). According to Kramer (1999), trust breach
actions are often more noticeable than trust developing ones. Slovic (1993) concluded that
trust-breaking steps are determined to influence trust judgments more than decisive actions.
Narrative 1 (N1): “They announced the transformation in all employees meet and presented the
vision for it. They even announced the number of employees being laid off during the transformation
process; this remains unanswered that who will be laid off. When we enquired from our managers,
they just answered that they are still waiting for the orders and decisions need to be made. This was
very tough for me, I joined the organisation three months back, and I was always worried that I could
be one of them as I was new to the system”.
Transparency does not comprise complete openness; it requires presenting information precisely and “offering information that is material to the recipients in important ways-affecting
personal or financial well-being” (Paine et al., 2005, p. 131). Such a connection between the
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actors of the transformation and human capital facilitates the flow of information essential for
sustaining trust within the organisation (Das and Teng, 1998; Whitener et al.,1998).
N2: “I was not able to get enough and adequate information from my manager; the interaction
was less and not transparent. I felt like my manager was trying to hide the exact information. I was
worried about my job; I cannot trust him at all”.
Lewicki et al., (1998) argued that it instantaneously involves trust and mistrust as a relationship
becomes complex or multi-layered. This argument is based on the concept that human capital
can segment relationships and consequently permit the possibility, that the connections can
be complicated and optimistic at the same time and vice-versa. Building a relationship when
realised that the negative trust affects the employees, the actors need to become active in creating a connection to sustain and rejuvenate the trust.
N3: ‘Sometimes I was afraid to start discussions, and I feel like postponing a discussion for tomorrow, I do not interact and connect with my manager more often and cannot share what I was
feeling. This time, my manager was making an effort to connect, and I felt quite positive about it. He
was interacting quite often and delivering the information as an when necessary. However, he was
not completely transparent, and he was positive about the transformation and, we could rely on him”.
Tsai and Ghoshal (1998), studied that to increase organisational trust, frequent interactions
between the actors of transformations, enhance the relationships by learning about their commonalities, interests, and priorities (Fisher et al., 1991; Fulmer and Gelfand, 2012).
N4: “The top management held several informational sessions. The news was not positive to all.
Even though there were only imperfect answers to our questions, but the interaction sessions were
often conducted that at least made me feel that organisation do value our emotions and trying to
satisfy our worries”.
According to Goffman (1967), different forms of ‘offerings’ like explanations, apologies, and
compensation to victims (Dirks et al., 2009) can rejuvenate breached trust relationships.
N5: “During the sessions by top management, it was explained that they do not have problems
with the individuals, but the issue was the hierarchical structure, they want to reduce the hierarchy.
They promised that due to restructuring some new positions would be opened and the employees laid
off will be given priority”.
Hopkins and Weithington (2006) illustrated that trust intervenes in the perception of the employees who survive during layoffs. They were ambivalent, should they trust the actors of transformation for saving them from layoffs during transformation, or worry that they could be laid
off in the future if an organisation transforms again. Appreciation and time are needed. It seems
that listening to the concerns and worries of the employees is one of the critical elements of the
process of trust development (Ikonen, 2013), particularly during organisational transformation.
N6: “Meetings and skip-level meetings were arranged frequently, to make us understand the areas
of concerns for the organisation. Employee training and group activity were conducted with a motive
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to integrate the employees to new roles and new team after change respectively”.
Since the healing process (Reina and Reina, 2006) is more complex, it is imperative to sustain
trust. It is necessary to identify and understand how and why the breach and violation of trust
have occurred. Mistrust is challenging for organisations as trust has been shown to reinforce
and support organisational transformations (Stouten et al., 2018). Trust development needs
time and compatible words and actions (Mishra,1996; Lewicki and Bunker, 1996), trust is recognised as dynamic and can be sustained over time. Trust is restored and developed through
communication, consultation, and human capital participation (Sverdrup and Stensaker,
2018). Stouten et al. (2018) argue the importance of employee participation for a successful
organisational change.

5. Discussions and conclusion
This paper aims to facilitate integration and academic development of the existing studies and
proposes a trust sustenance and development process during organisational transformation
stages.

5.1 Practical implications
This study’s practical implication is for the key actors (i.e., human resource and change managers) of organisational transformation. Findings substantiate the claim that trust is a critical
source of competitive advantage (EYQ , 2019) in the transforming organisation to overcome
the mistrust during the process, hence understanding how this resource can be sustained and
developed during the transformation is significant. This paper introduces a framework for
trust sustenance and development during organisational transformation: illustrated as a wave.
The findings are presented on the basis of the 3 R’s proposed as a sustenance model during
the transformation process. An impressive result was that a fragile line separating trust and
mistrust. This ambivalence was reported by Lewicki et al., (1998, 2006), who emphasises that
trust and mistrust can co-exist and Schumacher et al., (2016) said that the uncertainty during
transformation could lead to the variability of responses between and within an emotional
and behavioural spectrum of human capital.

5.2 Theoretical implications
This article has made a useful contribution to the literature by studying trust development
and sustenance during transformation. Past studies (Mossholder et al., 2000; Lines et al., 2005;
Schumacher et al. 2016; Sverdrup and Stensaker, 2018) illustrate the significance of the emotions of trust during the structural change, whereas this study reveals trust, its development,
and sustenance as the vital component during an organisation’s transformation within human capital. This study found that during the pre-transformation phase, the 3 R’s introduced
need significant attention to avoid mistrust development. This study results also indicate that
the aspects of a transformation process are strongly related to trust in the actors’ interactions
during transformation. Sverdrup and Stensaker (2018) support the significant role of trust in
organisational change communication and identified in this study too.

5.3 Limitations and future studies
This study discusses employees’ responses regarding trust and mistrust from their leaders and
their perception. This study is limited to only an organisation based in Finland irrespective
of the participants’ culture and cultural background. Another important empirical limitation
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was that it was difficult to find and access the organisations transforming on a similar scale
since transformations are strategic and involve confidentiality. For the most part, it was found
that organisations undergo minor changes in their structure, which affects trust but does not
destroy it.
There are several ways to broaden this study’s scope, such as cultural perspective, or the
study could be conducted in various cultures. There is a possibility to identify other factors
that can influence successful organisational transformation. Also, future studies could include
minor changes and their effect on trust. Trust development is not a one-day activity, and trust
needs to be incorporated into the system beforehand; not only when an organisation plans for
transformations. Additionally, this study could be widened through a longitudinal study. This
study will generate an interest in how trust is sustained, developed, potentially destroyed, and
re-built.
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