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ABSTRACT 

Trust is an important asset in every profession, especially in those professions 

that are inherently dangerous. The majority of the scholarly research in the literature of 

trust and team's streams conceptualize trust as an antecedent of effective teams, where 

trust is necessary for teams to achieve their desired outcome. However, there has been 

little research that relates trust to high-performing teams, and no published research in 

academic journals describing how these high-performing teams build and maintain 

trust. Trust is essential to military teams and especially the elite Special Operation 

Forces teams. While reviewing the literature, a gap was found as it relates to the 

exploration of building and maintaining trust within high-performance teams.  

The research questions were as follows: How do you build trust and how do you 

maintain trust, within high-performance teams? This study systematically reviewed the 

empirical literature on the relationship between team performance and trust, specifically 

amongst high-performing teams. A grounded theory methodology was appropriate for 

this research because twenty-six special operation forces members were interviewed 

using semi-structured open-ended guided questions. The population consisted of special 

operation forces members with a minimum of eight years of experience and who had 

experience serving in combat. Data analysis followed the Percy, Kostere, and Kostere 

(2015) formulated step-by-step procedure for inductive analysis.  

The findings revealed five themes related to building trust: (a) proficiency (b) 

attitude, (c) humility, (d) values, and (e) motivation. There was also the reveal of four 

themes related to maintaining trust: (a) to suffer together is to grow together, (b) the 

willingness to experience failure, (c) self-discipline, and (d) resilience. To verify these 



 

 
 

iv 

themes, a set of follow-up questions were asked to see if the inverse themes would 

prevent trust, these were the themes that developed: (a) lack of self-discipline, (b) 

unreliability, (c) lack of motivation, and (d) arrogance. The operators shared what 

culture they felt their teams provided in order to facilitate trust, and these were the 

themes: (a) transparency, (b) communication, and (c) respect. All participants disclosed 

that they trusted their teammates and that they were willing to make the ultimate 

sacrifice for their team, the mission and this country.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Teams are prevalent within many modern organizations and are often charged 

with carrying out the most complex and important tasks that affect organizational 

viability, including strategic planning and decision making, program development and 

implementation, and customer relations (Tannenbaum, Mathieu, Salas, & Cohen, 2015). 

Scholars have indicated that teams are now the “basic building blocks” of modern 

organizations (Mathieu, Tannenbaum, Donsbach, & Alliger, 2014, p. 131). Practitioners 

have long understood the importance of teams. Using the data of 56,000 U.S. production 

workers, Capelli and Rogovsky (1994) found that one of the most common skills required 

by new work practices is the ability to work as a team. Teams integrate diverse talent to 

achieve a common goal and emphasize more flexible work processes (Bennis & 

Biederman, 2007; Kozlowski & Ilgen, 2006). Senge (2006) suggested, “As the world has 

become more interconnected and business becomes more complex and dynamic, it is just 

not possible any longer to “figure it out” from the top and have everyone else following 

orders of the ‘grand strategist.” (p. 4). 

A team refers to two or more individuals who work together interdependently to 

achieve a common goal (Salas, Dickinson, Converse, & Tannen, 1992). The emphasis on 

utilizing teams in the workplace has been due in part to increased globalization and 

competition in the marketplace (Nahavandi & Aranda, 1994). For example, during the 

late 1980s, when U.S. automotive manufacturers faced significant market losses from 

Japanese competition, many redesigned operations to rely heavily on teams as a strategy 
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to gain a competitive advantage. The widespread assumption is that teams can achieve 

something greater than individuals working alone (Hackman, 1990).  

Research suggests that implementing teams can yield several benefits for both 

individuals and organizations (Cohen & Bailey, 1997; Mathieu, Maynard, Rapp, & 

Gilson, 2008; Salas, Stagl, & Burke, 2004). These benefits include, here but are not 

limited to, enhanced productivity, creativity, knowledge sharing, and satisfaction among 

individuals, as well as increased decision-making quality and acceptance within the 

organization. An extensive body of research has documented, however, that many teams 

never reach their full potential (Allen & Hecht, 2004; Coutu & Beschloss, 2009; 

Hackman, 1990; Sims & Salas, 2007). For example, Thompson (2013) performed an 

extensive review of interdisciplinary research and reported: 

For every case of team success, there is an 
equally compelling case of team failure. Teams can 
outperform the best member of a group, but there 
are no guarantees. Admitting the inefficiency of 
teams is hard, especially when most of us would 
like to believe the Gestalt principle that the whole is 
greater than the sum of its parts. Teams are not a 
panacea for organizations; they often fail and are 
frequently overused or poorly designed. (p. 12) 

 
Team performance is a matter of importance for scholars and practitioners alike. 

The question becomes, how can team performance be enhanced? Interestingly, while 

several factors (e.g., improved communication, better planning, more leadership support, 

proper training) have been examined in an attempt to answer this question, trust within 

the team or team trust has been increasingly suggested as critical for effective team 

performance (Bijlsma-Frankema, De Jong, & Van de Bunt, 2008; De Jong & Elfring, 
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2010; Hakanen, Hakkinen, & Soudunsaari, 2015; Salas, Sims, & Burke, 2005; Webber, 

2008). 

The development of teams is of great importance to scholars (De Jong & Elfring, 

2010). Tuckman’s (1965) model serves as a seminal work that depicts the team 

development process through forming, storming, norming, and performing. However, 

high-performance teams are more narrowly conceptualized by Katzenbach and Smith 

(1993) through a more intricate process. High-performance teams are developed in five 

phases: (1) working group (2) pseudo team (3) potential team (4) real team (5) high-

performance teams. A working group is a group of individuals that do not have defined 

group objectives. These groups are formed to share information and opinions and offer 

differing perspectives. Working groups do achieve a certain level of results, but there is 

no real cohesion or shared purpose. Pseudo teams have performance needs but have no 

common goals or connections among members. A potential team is a potential candidate 

to become a high-performance team because they have a shared focus and incremental 

performance need. Additionally, a potential team exhibits a “bias for reaching high-

performance” (Jackson & Madsen, 2005, p. 1304). A real team consists of individuals 

equally committed to a common purpose, and team members hold each other 

accountable. The final phase in the development process yields high-performance teams, 

which maintain the characteristics of real teams, but their commitment to one another is 

much stronger. High-performance teams consist of members that make deep and 

meaningful sacrifices for other individuals on the team and the team itself (Katzenbach 

& Smith, 1993). Additionally, high-performance teams also “take risks involving 

conflict, trust, interdependence, and hard work.” (Katzenbach & Smith, 1993).  
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Trust plays a critical role in the development of all teams. However, there is a 

significant amount of research that indicates that trust serves as the foundation of high-

performance teams (Jackson & Madsen, 2005; Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). Mayer, 

Davis, and Schoorman (1995) define trust as “an individual’s willingness to accept 

vulnerability based upon positive expectations of the intentions or behavior of another” 

(p. 1211). Intrateam trust is the aggregate level of trust that team members have for other 

team members (Langfred, 2004). High-performance teams exhibit high levels of both 

interpersonal trust and intrateam trust, whose concomitant effect yields cohesion and 

high levels of performance (De Jong & Elfring, 2010; Webber, 2008).  

Trust in high-performance teams is critical to the team’s viability and has been 

shown to affect the relationship between high-performing teams and performance 

outcomes (De Jong & Elfring, 2010; Hakanen et al., 2015; Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). 

Hakanen et al. (2015) assert that trust in teams allows the team to obtain the other 

necessary characteristics to become a high-performing team. These characteristics 

include a shared purpose, clearly defined vision, respect, high-quality communication, 

effective leadership, and a desire to work toward a greater good.  

Although a significant amount of research has been conducted on trust within 

organizations and teams, the results are highly fragmented and inconsistent (De Jong et 

al., 2016). While there is a lack of consensus about the causal mechanisms that drive the 

relationship between trust and team performance, there is a consensus that trust does 

enhance team performance (De Jong et al., 2016). Hence, how trust is built and 

maintained warrants further exploration. Trust is an essential element of high-performing 

teams, whose performance outcomes are superior to those of traditional teams (Beech & 
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Crane, 1999). High-performing teams’ ability to achieve higher levels of performance 

can create a sustainable competitive advantage for firms, and therefore, additional 

research is warranted. Furthermore, there is limited research on trust within high-

performing teams (HPTs), warranting further investigation (Beech & Crane, 1999; 

Hakanen & Soudunsaari, 2012; Trust in military teams, 2011). Thus, the focus of this 

dissertation is to increase the understanding of the role of trust in HPTs, with a particular 

emphasis on examining the development and maintenance of trust. 

 

Statement of the Problem 

How HPT members build and maintain trust is not well researched in the 

literature reviewed for this paper. However, the benefits to organizations from creating 

HPTs are well-documented (Associated, 2019). The development of HPTs allows 

businesses to compete more effectively in an increasingly complex environment. 

Additionally, HPTs increase the involvement and empowerment of employees, enhance 

problem solving, boost creativity, improve the quality of work processes, and 

significantly expand performance outcomes (Hakanen et al., 2015). 

Current research suggests that teams are essential to organizational success, and 

their level of performance is significantly influenced by the level of trust between team 

members (De Jong et al., 2016). However, research findings regarding trust are 

fragmented as a result of the number and variety of independent variables, contexts 

(Saunders, Skinner, Dietz, Gillespie, & Lewicki, 2011), methodologies and theories used 

(Lyon, Möllering, & Saunders, 2015; Möllering, 2006), and level of analysis examined 

(Fulmer & Gelfand, 2012). Further, research regarding the trust process within HPTs is 
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limited and demands further investigation (Eggensperger, 2004; Moldjord & Iversen, 

2015). Prior research studies have identified a gap in the literature calling for “more 

research into the dynamics of trust” and in particular “the need to study specific phases of 

trust, including trust-building, trust stability/maintenance, and trust recovery after a 

violation” (De Jong et al., 2017, p. 12). Given the importance of HPTs to achieving and 

maintaining a competitive advantage, an exploration of the trust process of HPTs is 

warranted. Companies that want to lead their industry in innovation and retention must 

also explore the process of trust within high-performing teams. 

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative empirical study is to explore the constructs of trust 

among members of an HPT in Special Operations Forces in the United States military. 

Limited research exists examining the trust processes within HPTs (Beech & Crane, 

1999; Eggensperger, 2004; Hakanen & Soudunsaari, 2012). Because of the relationship 

established between team trust and performance in the literature (De Jong et al., 2016), 

understanding the trust processes in an inherently productive team or HPT may provide 

unique insight and identification of dynamic trust processes otherwise not evident in 

regular teams. The findings from this research study could benefit any organization or 

entity interested in increasing productivity while reducing the costs/wastes associated 

with low-performing teams. Furthermore, organizations can capitalize on the findings of 

this research by implementing trust processes identified in this study to develop a 

company-wide, holistic approach to increase efficiency and productivity.   
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The purpose of this study is to identify the key strategies used by Special 

Operations Forces for building and maintaining trust among operators in a combat 

environment. Operator is a term for operational personnel and has become an 

informal term for almost all Special Operations Forces in the U.S. Military. The term 

operator was initially utilized in the 1950s when the U.S. Army published the “Code of 

Special Forces Operator.” It is not uncommon for U.S. Army Special Forces (Alpha and 

Delta) detachments, U.S. Navy SEALs, U.S. Army Rangers, or U.S. Air Force 

Pararescuemen (PJs) to relate more to each other than they do to their own branch’s 

conventional forces (Eggensperger, 2004). 

These elite military operators are required to execute directives in a hostile 

environment that is potentially fatal, yet consistently produce high levels of success. 

Trust among operators, commanders, and team members supersedes the traditional 

hierarchical military system and leads teams to success in assigned missions in life-

threatening conditions (McChrystal & Rose, 2013). Routine military training for troops 

stationed on a permanent base strives to develop an elevated level of trust between the 

commander and his or her followers (McChrystal & Rose, 2013). Since the United States 

has been in a state of conflict for over twelve years, researchers have a unique 

opportunity to tap into pools of operators to determine if concern, competency, and 

integrity were fundamental, essential, and significant in their trust development scheme. 

The continued military involvement in the Global War on Terrorism allows researchers to 

examine and explore trust development within this dynamic context and make logical 

inferences that have both academic and pragmatic implications. 
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This study furthers our understanding of the trust construct, as well as previous 

scholarly research on teams because it both expands existing knowledge and presents 

novel insight. By expanding on Figueroa’s (2012) model to combat-experienced SOF 

Operators, the research presented here applies existing knowledge to an underexplored 

context that broadens the scope of current knowledge. Furthermore, Locke, Silverman, 

and Spirduso (2009) stated that replication and application of existing models to different 

environments are vital factors in creating trust in the results of research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

What is a Team 

The term “team” is defined by Merriam-Webster (2020) simply as “a number of 

persons associated together in work or activity”. Academics and researchers would argue 

that there is much more to a team than is captured in this definition. Furthermore, the 

team and group literature streams are populated with several variations of 

conceptualizations of teams and groups.  

Bowditch, Buono, and Stewart (2007) define teams as a set of individuals who 

work interdependently with one another to achieve a common goal by performing 

specific roles. In a literature review of team performance and effectiveness, Guzzo and 

Dickson (1996) defined teams similarly, adding that teams are those "who are embedded 

in one or more larger social systems (e.g., community, organization), and who perform 

tasks that affect others (such as customers or coworkers)” (p. 309). Francis and Young 

(1979) define a team as an energetic group of individuals who enjoy working together 

and are committed to working together to achieve high-quality results. Johnson, Johnson, 

and Smith (1991) assert that a team is made up of interpersonal relationships structured to 

achieve an established set of goals. Adair (1986) states that a team is a group of people 

that share a common goal, where the jobs and skills of each member fit with those of the 

other members. Kur (1996) defines a team as “a purposeful, open, sociotechnical system 

in a state of tension between change and stability” (p. 36). Katzenbach and Smith (1993) 

suggested that teams are small groups that possess complementary skills and who are 
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committed to a common purpose, performance goals, and hold themselves mutually 

accountable. In the present study, the definition of teams proposed by Katzenbach and 

Smith (1993) is adopted because it most accurately depicts the relationships that are 

common among team members in Special Operations Forces (SOF).  

 

High-Performance Teams 

An effective team is one in which the development of a supportive social structure 

has occurred, with everyone adapting their behavior to optimize their contribution to the 

team (Sheard & Kakabadse, 2002). Effective and well-functioning teams have been 

shown to deliver performance and achievements that exceed the cumulative performance 

of the collective individuals (Daniel & Davis, 2009).  

Scholars suggest that to be an effective team, team members must develop a 

supportive social structure while adapting their skillsets and behaviors to optimize 

individual contributions to the overall team (Sheard & Kakabadse, 2002). High-

performing teams are one such example. HPTs can perform optimally for an extended 

period while accomplishing their work efficiently and effectively (Iorhen, 2019). Kur 

(1996) describes HPTs as those teams that can consistently satisfy the needs of 

stakeholders within their respective areas of influence, such as customers, employees, and 

investors. Additionally, Kur (1996) asserts that HPTs are well-balanced, have a purpose, 

enhanced social skills, a human orientation, and an advanced technical skillset. As a 

result of meeting these needs, HPTs outperform other teams offering similar services and 

products under similar conditions. 
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The Society for Human Resources Management (SHRM) defines high-

performance work teams as “a group of goal-focused individuals with specialized 

expertise and complementary skills, who collaborate, innovate, and consistently produce 

superior results” (SHRM, 2018, p. 4). HPTs relentlessly pursue performance excellence 

through a multitude of ways that include; (a) shared leadership and goals, (b) 

collaboration, (c) open communication, (d) common goals, (e) defined standard operating 

procedures and role expectations (f) resolution of conflict early, and (g) strong individual 

accountability and inter-member trust (SHRM, 2018). Companies need high-performing 

teams to not only obtain a competitive advantage but also to survive in dynamic or 

hypercompetitive industries (De Jong et al., 2016). Examples of high-performing teams 

include the U.S. Military Special Operations, professional sports teams, NASA, or other 

“high-tech” teams such as those within Google and Apple.  

“High-performing leadership teams” was listed as the eighth most examined topic 

by the Harvard Business Review from 1976 to 2016, as reported in a McKinsey article 

from June 2017. A University of Southern California survey of Fortune 1000 companies 

revealed that 68 percent of those companies used HPTs, but only ten percent of workers 

make-up these teams. High-performing teams are used 82 percent of the time in 

companies with 100 or more employees because they have a higher success rate than 

other teams (Gordon, 1992).  

Success and High-Performing Teams 

The value created by teams is inherent in an organization’s attitudinal outcomes, 

behavioral outcomes, operational outcomes, and financial outcomes (Delarue, Van 

Hootegem, Procter, & Burridge, 2008). Organizations have compelling theoretical and 
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empirical evidence to foster environments conducive to high-performing teams because 

these types of teams create greater value for organizations than those teams that perform 

at low or moderate levels (De Jong et al., 2016). Because high-performing teams have 

comprehensive methods for resolving conflict or eliminating potential conflicts, they can 

achieve goals and success more effectively than other teams (Kurs, 1996). The 

performance success of organizations is predicated on the effectiveness of the teams that 

comprise the organization (Beech & Crane, 1999). Therefore, those organizations that are 

comprised of high-performing teams are most likely to perform better than those that do 

not.  

To be successful, high-performing teams must have a compelling direction, solid 

structure, supportive context, a strong mindset, and comprehensive methods for resolving 

conflict (Haas & Mortensen, 2016). However, all of these requirements for successful 

high-performance teams are predicated on the notion that trust serves as the foundation of 

the team, giving team members the ability to form a compelling purpose, organize 

effectively, and develop a shared mindset (Daniel & Davis, 2009). According to Erdem 

and Ozen (2003), “The most important factor creating interaction among team members, 

and the synergy related with it, is the existence of a climate of trust” (p. 131). High-

performing teams are differentiated from other teams because they feel a strong sense of 

accountability and display high levels of mutual trust. That trust ultimately influences 

their ability to set goals and be successful (Sheard & Kakabadse, 2002).  

Jarvenpaa, Knoll, and Leidner (1998) did establish a positive relationship between 

the ability and trust amongst group members after the members of the group successfully 

completed team-building tasks. However, there is a salient lack of empirical evidence to 
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support theoretical assertions made by both team scholars and trust scholars (Daniel & 

Davis, 2009; De Jong et al., 2016; Delarue et al., 2008). The objective of this dissertation 

is to examine the role of trust in high-performing teams through an empirical lens. The 

empirical work will contribute tangible evidence of the importance of trust in building 

and maintaining high-performing teams to both literature streams. However, to 

understand the role of trust, the researcher will complete a comprehensive review of the 

historical and current state of the trust literature.  

 

Trust 

Trust is an essential component of human life as it permeates almost all realms of 

society. When you trust people, you can rely upon them, their integrity, and their 

abilities. When you distrust people, you are skeptical of them, their integrity, and their 

abilities (Covey, 2006, p. 5). But what is trust? A review of existing research reveals that 

there is not a single, universally accepted definition of trust. Instead, definitions vary 

depending on a researcher’s theoretical perspective. Some scholars have defined trust as 

confident, positive expectations regarding a trustee's conduct, motives, and intentions in 

situations entailing risk (Cook & Wall, 1980; Gabarro, 1978; Lewicki & Bunker, 1996). 

These confident and positive expectations create a willingness to act based on the 

individual’s words, actions, and decisions (Cook & Wall, 1980; McAllister, 1995). Mayer 

et al. (1995) define trust as the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of 

another party based on the expectation the other will perform a particular action that is 

important to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or control that party. Being 

vulnerable implies that there is something of importance to be lost (Boss, 1978; Zand, 
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1972). Making oneself vulnerable is taking a risk; therefore, trust is a willingness to take 

risk.  

The cognitive psychological perspective on trust, as advanced by Rotter (1967), 

asserts that trust is a necessary instrument for efficient adjustment and survival of human 

beings within a social context. Therefore, there is an expectation held by an individual or 

a group that the word, promise, verbal, or written statement of another can be relied upon 

(Rotter, 1967). One’s choice to trust or not is made based on the expectation that trusting 

the other person will lead to some kind of reinforcement. Trust is about believing that the 

other person is reliable. Believing others to be reliable implies being vulnerable (Rotter, 

1967). Deciding to trust and be vulnerable is risky because betrayal affects future 

behavior and the ability to trust (Rotter, 1967; Zand, 1972).  

Trust is believed to vary with tasks, situations, and people (Magrath & Hardy, 

1989). There are numerous definitions of trust, but only a few associate trust and levels of 

risk. One such example is Boon’s and Holmes’ (1991) definition of trust as “a state 

involving confident predictions about another’s motives concerning oneself in situations 

entailing risk” (p. 191). One of the definitions of trust commonly used within a military 

context is “one’s willingness to be vulnerable to another group member’s (i.e., leader, 

follower, or peer) actions” (Sweeney, Thompson, & Blanton, 2009). Sweeney (2007) 

conceptualizes the relationship between risk and trust as one, in which higher risks 

require a corresponding increase in trust. If a first responder, emergency room surgeon, or 

special operations team are about to perform their duties, they must have a high amount 

of trust because the risks associated with those duties are very high. If we were to hire a 
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painter, a landscaper, or a consultant, the risk is not as significant; therefore, the trust 

required is not as high. 

Some scholars view trust as a behavioral intention (Mayer et al., 1995; Mcknight, 

Cummings, & Chervany, 1998; Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & Camerer, 1998) similar to 

choosing or judging (Lewis & Weigert, 1985; Riker, 1971). However, there are several 

conceptualizations of trust. Some scholars view trust as being synonymous with 

trustworthiness, placing trust in the context of personal characteristics that inspire 

positive expectations on the part of other individuals (Butler Jr & Cantrell, 1984; 

Mcknight et al., 1998). Still, others view trust as an aspect of one’s personality that 

develops early in life and remains relatively stable through adulthood (Rotter, 1967; 

Webb & Worchel, 1986). Finally, some scholars conceptualize trust as being 

synonymous with cooperation or risk-taking (Kee & Knox, 1970; Lewis & Weigert, 

1985; Zand, 1972). 

Mayer et al.’s (1995) integrative model defined trust as the willingness of a trustor 

to be vulnerable to the actions of a trustee based on the expectation that the trustee will 

perform in a particular way. Similarly, Rousseau et al. (1998) presented a cross-

disciplinary review of trust. They defined it as a psychological state comprising the 

intention to accept vulnerability based on positive expectations of the actions of the 

trustee. Both definitions have two primary components. One component is the intention 

to accept vulnerability, which is rooted in several earlier conceptualizations of trust 

(Boon & Holmes, 1991; Deutsch, 1958; Govier, 1994; Zand, 1972). The other component 

is positive expectations, also present in several earlier conceptualizations of trust (Barber, 
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1983; Boon & Holmes, 1991; Cook & Wall, 1980; Golembiewski & McConkie, 1975; 

Read, 1962; Roberts & O'Reilly, 1974). 

Ring and Van de Ven (1992) define trust as “confidence in another’s goodwill” 

(p. 488). Trust is a commitment to cooperate before there is any certainty about how 

trusted people will act (Coleman, 1990). Adler (2001) distinguishes three sources of trust: 

(a) a calculative form of trust via assessment of costs and benefits; (b) familiarity through 

continuing interaction; and (c) values and norms that cultivate trustworthy behavior. 

This definition underscores two essential and broadly accepted points. There is 

some degree of risk that is inherent in trust that requires vulnerability. If there were no 

potential for loss, then trust would not be needed (Gambetta, 1998; Rousseau et al., 

1998). Being vulnerable (Boss, 1978; Zand, 1972) implies that there is something of 

importance to be lost.  

Within the context of an organization, employees often face risks. While an 

employment relationship can provide a variety of benefits (an enhanced sense of identity, 

financial and social rewards), it may also result in undesirable consequences 

(exploitation, social rejection, diminished personal identity) for employees. These risks 

are salient in virtually all social exchange relationships and affect behavioral and 

cognitive outcomes (Lind, 1995). 

The psychological state of trust is driven by expectations that an entity will (or 

will not) prove trustworthy in future interactions (Hardin, 2003; Lewis & Weigert, 1985; 

Mayer et al., 1995; Tomlinson & Mryer, 2009; Williams, 2001). Trust scholars have 

conceptualized these expectations in different terms while generally converging on 

similar themes. For example, McAllister (1995) argued that beliefs about the 
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trustworthiness of others could be measured along two dimensions. Namely, he 

distinguished between affective-based (e.g., care, consideration) and cognitive-based 

(e.g., competence, reliability) foundations of trust. In a similar vein, Mayer et al. (1995) 

and colleagues asserted that trustworthiness is based on inferences that an entity has the 

ability (wisdom, knowledge, skill, expertise), benevolence (loyalty, caring, honesty, 

selflessness), and integrity (morality, ethicality, credibility, consistency) characteristic of 

a beneficial exchange partner (Mayer & Davis, 1999; Mayer et al., 1995). Consistent with 

this view, recent meta-analytic evidence indicates that evaluations of ability, 

benevolence, and integrity are strongly associated with trust and account for significant 

unique variance in the psychological state of trust (Colquitt, Scott, & LePine, 2007). 

Regardless of the labels adopted by scholars, the core idea that expectations regarding an 

entity’s future behavior provide the foundation for trust is well established in 

organizational theory. 

 

Antecedents of Trust 

After defining trust, it is essential to examine how trust develops in a relationship. 

As suggested by the model developed by Mayer et al. (1995), trust is expected to stem 

from perceived trustworthiness or beliefs regarding the benevolence, ability, and integrity 

of another party, which are the commonly accepted antecedents of trust (Jarvenpaa et al., 

1998). Ability refers to the skills that the trustee must possess to be perceived as 

competent. Benevolence is when a trustee is believed to feel interpersonal care or 

concern, and the willingness to do good unto the trustor without an egocentric profit 
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motive. Integrity is the ability of the trustee to adhere to a set of principles thought to 

make them dependable and reliable to the trustor (Mayer et al., 1995). 

A review of existing trust and trustworthiness measured by McEvily and 

Tortoriello (2011) suggests that most measures contain these elements. The model by 

Mayer et al. (1995) further proposes that trust also develops as a function of “a trustor’s 

propensity to trust” (p. 715). The propensity to trust refers to an individual’s natural 

inclination to trust other people (Mayer et al., 1995). In other words, a person’s tendency 

to trust people in general, with no specific referent party. This conceptualization implies 

that the propensity to trust is a stable dispositional characteristic or personality trait of a 

trustor. Before the mid-1990s, the widely accepted view of trust was as a personality trait 

(Schoorman, Mayer, & Davis, 2007). In contrast, this study will focus on trust 

conceptualized as a cognitive assessment of one’s behavior, i.e., the idea that trust is a 

conscious and unconscious process, trust can be a prediction of behavior. When trust is 

established, one's ability has been verified, and therefore the trustor may be able to 

predict the trustee’s behavior because they are capable of completing the goal. 

 

Consequences of Trust 

The theoretical explanations for how trust can lead to performance outcomes in 

organizations have been criticized as scarce (Bijlsma-Frankema et al., 2008). However, 

the model by Mayer et al. (1995) has significant implications regarding the trust-

performance relationship. Namely, the model proposes that trust leads to outcomes in 

organizations through risk-taking in a relationship. Risk-taking is the “behavioral 

manifestation of trust” (Mayer et al., 1995, p. 726). The difference between trust and 
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trusting behaviors is that trust involves an intention to take a risk, whereas trusting 

behavior is engaging in a risky action (Mayer et al., 1995). In the literature, trusting 

behavior is generally operationalized as cooperative actions, such as a leader delegating a 

critical task to a follower or sharing confidential information (Colquitt et al., 2007; 

Lewicki, Tomlinson, & Gillespie, 2006). Additionally, this association between trust and 

outcomes may be influenced by context or factors external to the relationship. 

Although contextual factors, such as the design of a social system, may influence 

the trust-performance relationship, they have received limited attention in the literature 

(Flores & Solomon, 1998). Considerably more research is needed in this area to 

understand the factors that may alter the direction and strength of the relationship 

between trust and performance. By understanding how trust is developed and maintained, 

future research can concentrate on how to foster relationships through trust, leading to 

enhanced performance outcomes for teams and organizations.  

 

Types of Trust 

Various types of trust affect team dynamics and interpersonal relationships. The 

following types of trust are most prevalent in the trust literature stream. 

Simple Trust 

Flores and Solomon (1998) defined simple trust as “a primitive emotional attitude 

that is devoid of distrust” (p. 215). They further explained that the absence of distrust is 

what makes it so “simple.” This type of trust is more emotional and less cognitive (Flores 

& Solomon, 1998). 

Basic Trust 
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Basic trust is the conscious recognition that there is a need for trust because of 

potential ramifications for violations of simple trust. Basic trust is more complicated than 

simple trust, although the two are often fused (Flores & Solomon, 1998). For example, 

basic trust is a sense of security from physical and emotional harm, while simple trust is 

initial noncognitive emotion (Flores & Solomon, 1998). Both simple trust and basic trust 

involve taking something or someone for granted. The difference between the two is that 

with simple trust, the possibility of danger or maltreatment is not even imaginable, 

whereas, in basic trust, the possibility of danger or maltreatment is clearly recognized but 

not emotionally active in one’s consciousness (Flores & Solomon, 1998). In wartime, 

simple trust and basic trust are disposed of because of long-surpassed presumptions that 

as service members face potential harm in a conscientious state and question trust in all 

directions (Dirks & Ferrin, 2002).  

Psychological Trust  

Some scholars believe that trust is a psychological phenomenon based on the 

outcome of interactions with people’s values, beliefs, attitudes, emotions, and perceptions 

(Jones & George, 1998). Many researchers typically conceptualize trust as an individual 

psychological event and use methodological approaches that reduce trust to its cognitive 

components (Lewis & Weigert, 1985). A study by Jones and George (1998) purports that 

trust is a psychological construct where the outcome of the interaction of individual 

perspectives, cultural dispositions, feelings, and attitudes develops trust between people. 

They further divided this belief into two subsets of psychological trust: conditional and 

unconditional trust.  
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Conditional trust 

Conditional trust happens over time, based on the standards and norms associated 

with company policy. The rules and regulations governing the workforce dictate the 

behavior of others and drive an expectancy of trust to the level outlined in the procedures, 

as shown in the model of the evolution of trust in Jones and George (1998). According to 

Krueger et al. (2007), conditional trust has a scientific explanation within the brain: 

“Conditional trust selectively activated the ventral tegmental area, a region linked to the 

evaluation of expected and realized reward” (Krueger et al., 2007, p. 20084). This 

discovery provides neurological evidence for the existence of conditional trust (Krueger 

et al., 2007).  

Unconditional trust  

Unconditional trust happens over time as well but has its foundation in a common 

bond associated with individual values that bring the workforce together to create a 

synergistic team. This intangible force requires the organization to invest in its employees 

and provide a work environment that allows creativity, mistakes, and open 

communication to further the common goal. Some believe that this level of trust often 

gives an organization a competitive edge (Jones & George, 1998). According to Krueger 

et al. (2007), there is neurological evidence that substantiates unconditional trust.  

Sociological Trust  

Sociologists look at trust as a phenomenon between multiple entities and groups. 

Sociologists purport that trust is a fundamental element in the interaction of individuals 

that work together or engage in some way where there exists some type of expectation 

about the other party’s behavior. Niklas Luhmann’s (1979) “Trust and Power” and 
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Bernard Barber’s (1983) “The Logic and Limits of Trust” placed trust at the center of 

sociological theorizing. Lewis and Weigert (1985) stated, “We see that the primary 

function of trust is sociological rather than psychological since individuals would have no 

occasion or need to trust apart from social relationships” (p. 969). Others believe that 

trust lies at the center of all relationships and contracts, which affects individuals’ 

behavior and how they influence each other (Deutsch, 1960; Robinson, 1996). Rotter 

(1967) identified the relationship between trust and effectiveness in the following: “One 

of the most salient factors in the effectiveness of our present complex social organization 

is the willingness of one or more individuals in a social unit to trust others. The 

efficiency, adjustment, and even survival of any social group depends upon the presence 

or absence of such trust.” (p. 651). Some researchers continue this train of thought and 

dive deeper into the theory that each party possesses and is influenced by their own set of 

interpretive schemes. Hence, adjustment to each other takes place (Jones & George, 

1998). Most social theorists have a common belief that the basis of trust rests within 

social interactions of dyads, triads, or groups in a relationship setting (Lewis & Weigert, 

1985). This belief leads to the notion that trust is a social construction that arises 

organically through group interaction and leads to better trust amongst the team. 

Optimal Trust  

According to some theorists, optimal trust is the mathematical equation that 

compares risk to levels of profit or success (Parkhe & Miller, 2000). These theorists’ 

surmise that the optimal level of trust is a calculated amount of profit to loss or gain 

versus risk that can be applied in business or to mitigate a negative outcome. The 

objective of these formulas is to ensure that one is not overinvested or underinvested in a 
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project, relationship, or certain areas of the stock market (Parkhe & Miller, 2000; Wicks, 

Berman, & Jones, 1999). 

Authentic Trust  

As explained by Flores and Solomon (1998), authentic trust is “trust reflected 

upon, its risks and vulnerabilities understood, with distrust held in balance” (p. 213). 

Essentially, a rational decision has been made to go forward, even though one is 

cognizant of the possibility of default from the other parties involved because the 

perceived potential benefit exceeds the risk (Flores & Solomon, 1998). Other scholars 

purport that the future of successful businesses lies within the development of authentic 

trust. As Miranda and Klement (2009) expressed, “Authentic trust is the only condition 

that will suffice in today’s competitive business environment and answer the needs of 

today’s consumer, who is hungry for authentic experiences” (p. 44). The foundation of 

authentic trust in business is establishing an identity that is clear and consistent with the 

products, services, communications, and actions of the organization, thereby eliminating 

confusion and gaining loyalty from the customer (Miranda & Klement, 2009). The 

conscious recognition of risk (Flores & Solomon, 1998) can be incorporated into a 

business model (Miranda & Klement, 2009) that creates authentic trust through a virtuous 

cycle that strengthens organizations and relationships.  

Ethical Trust  

According to Flores and Solomon (1998), “trust is a dynamic aspect of human 

relationships. It is an ongoing process that must be initiated, maintained, sometimes 

restored, and continuously authenticated” (p. 205). Traditional ethics would typically 

agree that “promises” (implicit or explicit) are at the center of ethical trust (Hosmer, 



 

 
 

24 

1995). Hence, it is the fulfillment of promises that earns ethical attention, not the making 

of the promise (Jones, Hardin, & Becker, 1996). An individual always has to decide to 

trust or not, and that decision has implications for the dynamic of the relationship. The 

employer-employee relationship is characterized by the promise of completing assigned 

work tasks and receiving pay for those services. A breach in either’s promise to perform 

or render compensation is an act that violates ethical trust (Flores & Solomon, 1998; 

Jones et al., 1996). Mutual trust in employee-employer relations is central to the 

commitment approach that results in greater organizational effectiveness (McCauley & 

Kuhnert, 1992). Business relationships display much of the same logic. For example, 

when bank officers are caught in even the smallest infraction of stealing or 

embezzlement, they are fired, not because of the seriousness of the offense itself but 

because such behavior is corrosive of ethical trust (Flores & Solomon, 1998; Hosmer, 

1995; Whitney, 1996).  

Swift Trust  

As industries develop and implement an economy of precious resources, the 

development of temporary matrix-organized teams is becoming advantageous for many 

companies (Kramer, 1999). Goodman and Goodman (1976) were one of the first to 

identify these matrix groups as temporary systems. They defined them as a “set of 

diversely skilled people working together on a complex task over a limited period of 

time” (p. 494). The utilization of temporary teams coming together for specific projects, 

boards, and meetings require a unique type of trust-what Meyerson, Weick, and Kramer 

(1996) described as swift trust. Swift trust is “a unique form of collective perception and 

relating that enables team members to manage issues of vulnerability, uncertainty, risk, 
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and expectations” (Meyerson et al., 1996, p. 166). One of the techniques often used to 

mitigate the issues associated with swift trust in temporary systems or collaborations 

from multiple industries is to develop contracts to elucidate the expectations and establish 

parameters of the group (Flores & Solomon, 1998).  

Moral Trust  

Frost-Arnold (2013) suggested that collaboration between scientists goes further 

than risk assessment and personal gain and that scientists trust each other based on 

evidence of their colleagues’ moral character. She called this the explanation of moral 

trust. Frost-Arnold’s theory was that potential collaborator A has all the moral 

characteristics and cares about his/her peers so he/she can provide scientist B with reason 

to trust A, thereby avoiding damaging B’s reputation with sloppy or fraudulent 

collaborative work. Similarly, evidence of good moral character will give the other 

scientists reason to share ideas or materials because it serves as proof that the other 

scientist is fair and would not morally exploit the others’ vulnerabilities, steal ideas, or 

“scoop” their colleagues (Frost-Arnold, 2013). This moral trust explanation further 

refines the gap Frost-Arnold determined is evident when collaborating scientists base 

their efforts on self-interest and are motivated by external payoffs. Holton (1994) noted, 

“In moral trust, the trustor counts on the trustee’s intrinsic moral motivations, whereas 

self-interested fear of external punishments is insufficiently internal to be the basis of 

moral trust” (p. 66).  

Calculus-Based Trust  

Rousseau et al. (1998) defined calculus-based trust as trust that is “based on 

rational choice-characteristic of interactions based upon economic exchange” (p. 399). 
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Saparito & Sapienza (2002) conceptualized calculus-based trust as trust that arises when 

the trustor believes that the trustee will cooperate because it is in the latter’s self-interest 

to do so, due to sanctions or rewards associated with cooperation. However, Lewicki et 

al. (1998) asserted that calculus-based trust causes Party A to attribute positive intent and 

behavior toward Party B because of his/her self-interested motives (Lewicki et al., 1998, 

1998).  

Knowledge-Based Trust  

In Lin’s (2011) study, knowledge-based trust was equated to perceived 

competence, benevolence, and integrity. Other scholars defined knowledge-based trust as 

the belief in the trustworthiness of an individual shaped by the perception of the other 

party’s competence, benevolence, and integrity (Mayer et al., 1995; McKnight, 

Choudhury, & Kacmar, 2002). The integrated model of trust proposed by Mayer et al. 

(1995) argued that knowledge-based trust involves the deliberate cognitive assessment of 

relevant trustee attributes. The Lin (2011) and the Mayer et al. (1995) studies identified 

and validated knowledge-based trust as having three main elements: competence (the 

ability of the trustee to meet the needs of the trustor), benevolence (the trustee caring and 

being motivated to act in the interest of the trustor), and integrity (trustee honesty and 

promise-keeping (Mayer et al., 1995; McKnight et al., 2002). These three characteristics 

are essentially the same as those associated with the Figueroa (2012) trust model of 

competence, integrity, and concern.  

Situational Trust  

Scott III (1980) found that situational factors were significantly more important in 

determining interpersonal trust than attitudinal factors. Other studies also indicated the 
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significance of situational trust in the trust continuum (Butler Jr & Cantrell, 1984; 

Gabarro, 1978). Gabarro (1978) conducted interviews with executives and found that the 

importance of trust dimensions differed by the relative status of the two individuals 

involved in the relationship. Another aspect of situational trust highlights the lack of time 

and personal interface that may dictate a decision of trust based on other factors. Often, 

especially in a dangerous environment, an individual will find that there is a minimal 

amount of time to train and interact with his or her unit before deploying to a complex 

and life-threatening situation where his or her survival depends on his or her trust of 

others (Adams & Webb, 2004; Dirks & Ferrin, 2002).  

 

Characteristics of Trust 

Despite these numerous definitions, theorists and researchers generally agree that 

trust has several distinctive features (Bigley & Pearce, 1998; Rousseau et al., 1998). First, 

trust is based on our expectations about how others are likely to behave. Trust develops 

as we become better able to predict the actions of another based on our experiences and 

interactions with that person. These interactions provide us with information about what 

the person is likely to do in a specific situation, and this information develops into 

expectations of what this person is likely to do in similar situations (Rempel, Holmes, & 

Zanna, 1985). Trust is also associated with feelings about others and involves recognizing 

that others may be personally motivated by genuine care and concern to protect our 

interests (Lewis & Weigert, 1985; McAllister, 1995). Trust occurs as the result of a 

psychological process in which a person attempts to decipher whether an individual is 
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personally motivated by genuine concern or by self-interest. This process often causes 

affective responses that dictate the decision-makers future behavior and perception.  

Second, trust is also an important predictor of how we will behave toward others. 

Trust behavior can be described from two different theoretical perspectives: Trust may be 

based on a purely rational choice, in which one has completed a cost/benefit analysis, by 

comparing the cost of not trusting to the benefits of trusting. Alternatively, trust behavior 

may be relational and based more on our knowledge and expectations or assumptions 

about another person or about the category to which this person belongs. As a whole, 

trust is depicted as both a psychological state, involving expectations and feelings that 

lead to judgments about the trustworthiness of others and as either rational or relational 

choice behavior that puts these expectations and feelings into observable action.  

Benevolence 

Benevolence is a condition leading to trust, whereby one person is believed to 

want to act kindly on behalf of the other person because of a specific attachment that they 

share (Mayer et al., 1995). Pearce (1974) stated, “The trusted person is perceived as 

motivated to conduct himself in such a way as to avoid disastrous outcomes for the 

trustor” (p. 242). Similarly, Lewis and Weigert (1985) conclude that trust does not come 

from a cognitive calculus of how a particular party will act but from the relational bonds 

between the parties. 

Other scholars support the belief that there are implicit assumptions and that 

others in social relationships have respect and concern for one’s welfare (Barber, 1983; 

Gambetta, 2000). Even more would consider concern as the visible display for the well-

being of others and an effort to avoid adverse outcomes (Dirks & Ferrin, 2002; 
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Greenberg, Greenberg, & Antonucci, 2007; Jones & George, 1998; Wicks et al., 1999). 

Despite differences in conceptualizations among scholars, all conceptualizations include 

a genuine concern for the welfare of another.  

Ability 

Some scholars conceptualize competence as the ability of the trustee to meet the 

needs of the trustor (Fisher, Hutchings, & Sarros, 2010; McKnight et al., 2002). The U.S. 

Marine Corps (2008) defined it as one of the 11 leadership principles, to “Be Technically 

and Tactically Proficient” (p. 5). The definition of ability is a “group of skills, 

competencies, and characteristics that enable a party to have influence within some 

specific domain” (Mayer et al., 1995). Figueroa (2012) defines competency as the ability 

to complete tasks in a timely, efficient, and effective manner (Adams & Webb, 2000; 

Clark & Lee, 2001). According to Hackman’s (2002) functional approach to competency, 

to be effective and display the behavioral markers of a successful leader, one has to 

ensure followers have compelling direction, enabling structure, and oversight.  

Integrity 

Larzelere and Huston (1980) defined trust by using the word integrity in its 

generic form: “Trust is most generally defined as a belief by a person in the integrity of 

another individual” (p. 595). Other scholars highlighted the characteristics commonly 

thought of with integrity as being honest and keeping their word or promises (Deutsch, 

1960; Dirks & Ferrin, 2002; Lin, 2011; Mayer et al., 1995; McKnight et al., 2002; 

Walumbwa, Luthans, Avey, & Oke, 2011). Integrity is A personal choice is an 

uncompromising and predictably consistent commitment to honor, moral, ethical, 

spiritual, artistic values, and principles (Killinger, 2010). This researcher adapted the 
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following definition from Mayer and Davis (1999): Integrity is composed of honesty and 

morality, defined as the trustor’s perception that a trustee’s actions adhere to an 

acceptable set of principles. 

 

The Need to Trust 

Trust strongly influences relationship commitment because the most valued and 

successful relationships are those defined by trust (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). The need to 

trust others is rooted in the need to believe that others will behave consistently and/or be 

positively motivated toward us consistently (Adams & Webb, 2004). Researchers have 

argued that, without trust, people would need to be hypervigilant in making predictions 

about how others are likely to behave in varying situations. Trust simplifies and reduces 

the complexities we use to predict how people will behave. The need to trust increases in 

situations that contain risk, vulnerability, uncertainty, and interdependence.  

 

Team Trust 

One of the most noticeable factors in the effectiveness of our present complex 

social organization is the willingness of one or more individuals in a social unit to trust 

others. The efficiency, adjustment, and even survival of any social group depends upon 

the presence or absence of such trust (Rotter, 1967). A significant component associated 

with producing an effective or HPT is the existence of trust within and between members. 

De Jong and Elfring (2010) go a step further and purport that a direct link exists between 

a team’s effectiveness and productivity, and trust.  
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As aforementioned, trust refers to a willingness to be vulnerable in an 

interdependent relationship (Mayer et al., 1995), and team trust refers to a shared 

perception of trust in a team as a whole (Costa & Anderson, 2011; De Jong & Elfring, 

2010; Langfred, 2004). Trust is a shared belief that is expected to emerge from the team 

in terms of membership in a shared social system in which, in effect, shared experiences 

and norms of the team can bring about expectations in the team in whole (Creed, Miles, 

Kramer, & Tyler, 1996; Mcknight et al., 1998; Shamir & Lapidot, 2003; Williams, 2001). 

The existence of a shared goal or a collective purpose can build a sense of connection and 

provide members with common values and a shared way of thinking about relationships 

and processes within the team. The existence of a shared goal indicates that team trust is 

a team-level (i.e., aggregated) concept. Therefore, it is an emergent quality of a team as 

opposed to a belief held by an individual team member (Bijlsma-Frankema et al., 2008; 

De Jong & Elfring, 2010; Forsyth, Adams, & Hoy, 2011; Langfred, 2004; Simons & 

Peterson, 2000). This proposed study will focus on the individuals within the team and 

why they trust or do not trust their other team members. 

According to Dirks (1999), trust is generally expected to promote cooperation, 

thereby enhancing a team’s performance. Due to the inherent interdependence of 

teamwork, shared perceptions of trust are often posited to have a positive relationship 

with team performance (Costa, Roe, & Taillieu, 2001; Hempel, Zhang, & Tjosvold, 2009; 

Palanski, Kahai, & Yammarino, 2011). This assertion implies that the higher the level of 

team trust, the higher the team’s performance. On the other hand, a moderate to a high 

level of trust between team members can also promote a range of negative behaviors and 

attitudes. For example, too much trust can give rise to complacency, groupthink, and 
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reduced monitoring behaviors, all of which can limit the effectiveness of working 

relationships (Gargiulo & Ertug, 2006; Janis, 1982; Kovač & Kristiansen, 2010). A lack 

of team trust has also been found to be related to lower team performance (Dirks, 1999; 

Langfred, 2004). Therefore, the presence or absence of trust can be imperative to an 

individual’s ability to achieve his or her share of the team’s task and the performance of 

the team as a unit (Golembiewski & McConkie, 1975). 

Over the past two decades, there has been a rise in interest among researchers in 

trust research within organizations (Colquitt & Rodell, 2011). For instance, a title search 

for “trust” in the PsycINFO database revealed that the number of articles published on the 

topic of trust in organizations climbed by since the mid-1990s. In addition to numerous 

books, journal articles, and conference proceedings that focus on trust, more than ten 

special issues of major journals, including the Academy of Management Journal and the 

Journal of Applied Psychology, have been devoted to the topic. Furthermore, in 2011, the 

Journal of Trust Research was introduced, providing additional evidence for the upsurge 

of scholarly interest in trust in recent years. 

Fulmer and Gelfand (2012), a multilevel narrative review of trust literature, noted 

that, while the focus of much of this research has been at the individual level, team trust 

has become a “newly developed area.” Several empirical studies have examined the 

relationship between team trust and team performance (Capelli & Rogovsky, 1994; De 

Jong et al., 2016; Hakanen & Soudunsaari, 2012; Scott III, 1980). Despite general 

optimism surrounding the concept of trust, a few studies have mentioned that empirical 

findings associated with the team trust-team performance relationship is “mixed” 

(Hakonen & Lipponen, 2009), “inconsistent” (Rao, 2015) and “inconclusive” 
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(DeOrtentiis, Summers, Ammeter, Douglas, & Ferris, 2013). Thus, questions remain 

regarding the overall direction (positive or negative) and strength of the relationship 

between team trust and team performance, as well as whether this relationship can be 

explained in a way that helps us better understand how trust is formed, maintained, and 

re-built. The importance of trust has been cited in such areas as communication (Giffin, 

1967), leadership (Atwater, 1988), management by objectives (Allen, Reiter-Palmon, 

Crowe, & Scott, 2018), negotiation (Bazerman, 1994), game theory (Milgrom, P. & 

Roberts, J, 1992), performance appraisal (Cummings, 1983), labor-management relations 

(Taylor, 1989), and implementation of self-managed work teams (Lawler III, 1992).  

Trust has been noted as one of the most critical elements in effective work group 

processes and performance (Dirks & Ferrin, 2001; Golembiewski & McConkie, 1975). 

Even though it is acknowledged that trust plays a central role in team effectiveness, 

surprisingly, it is not commonly measured in empirical research, as it is rarely the focal 

phenomenon. Although a myriad of research has been performed, a brief review of 

theories of team performance and a few findings relevant to the current study will be 

highlighted. 

Kiffin-Petersen (2004) asserted in her review of team-effectiveness research that 

trust is a "neglected variable" (p. 38). She reviewed both the current empirical research 

on trust and team effectiveness as well as the theoretical models of team performance that 

had been presented in the literature. Research findings suggested that trust (a) influences 

group members' ability to make quality decisions (Zand, 1981), (b) is associated with 

more efficient communication (Larson, Larson, & LaFasto, 1989), (c) is correlated with 

objective performance measures (Hyatt & Ruddy, 1997), and (d) influences team efforts 
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to improve performance (Spreitzer, Noble, Mishra, & Cooke, 1999). Although scholars 

have asserted that relationships exist between trust and team performance, Kiffin-

Petersen (2004) noted that trust is a variable that appears to be absent from most models 

of team effectiveness. The following are two models of trust and team performance. One 

asserts that trust is a moderator of team performance, while the other asserts that trust has 

a main effect on performance. 

Model of Trust as a Moderator 

The model of trust as a moderator of team performance posits that interpersonal 

trust facilitates or inhibits the direct effects of other variables on team performance (Dirks 

& Ferrin, 2001). The model proposes that trust does not directly cause individuals to 

engage in workplace behaviors. Instead, an individual's trust in teammates provides him 

or her with an assessment of the teammates' potential behaviors. Though this model is not 

as widely espoused in the literature as the direct effect model of trust and performance, it 

is appropriate to review the application of the model in current research (Dirks & Ferrin, 

2001). Four hundred sixty-four members of 80 undergraduate project teams participated 

in a study regarding the effects of conflict, trust, and task commitment on team 

performance (Porter & Lilly, 1996). As part of the course requirements, each team was 

required to conduct a thorough case analysis and produce a written report. Group 

performances were assessed by raters, who scored each report using the same set of 

objective requirements, while members' trust in the group was measured with a self-

report scale of four items. Researchers concluded that the level of group conflict had a 

significant negative correlation with team performance, but the level of group trust 

moderated this relationship. Group trust was found to be negatively correlated with 
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conflict, so that in groups with higher levels of trust, the influence of conflict on 

performance was decreased. 

Other studies have investigated similar relationships between team variables 

(commitment, task processes, etc.) and performance, which identified trust as a 

moderator (Dirks, 1999; Politis, 2003). The wide variety of direct effect variables tested 

in these studies makes their results difficult to compare. The main effect model of the 

relationship of trust to team performance is more widely represented in the literature and 

has more empirical support. To conduct a quantitative analysis of the effects of trust on 

performance, studies using the main effect model provide the necessary statistical results 

required for analysis.  

Model of Trust as a Main Effect on Outcomes 

The main effect model proposed by Mayer et al. (1995) sets forth the premise that 

interpersonal trust has a direct effect on outcomes. Scholars suggest that the level of 

interpersonal trust that an individual has for the trustee will directly influence the amount 

of action or risk-taking, that the individual will engage in. Risk-taking behaviors are 

associated with more positive outcomes such as performance, effort, communication, and 

organizational citizenship behaviors, to name a few (Dirks & Ferrin, 2001). This model 

has been tested empirically by several researchers (Edmondson, 1999; Gefen, Karahanna, 

& Straub, 2003; Rousseau et al., 1998).  

Erdem and Ozen (2003) investigated the cognitive and affective dimensions of 

trust and their effect on team performance. Fifty work teams with 279 members were 

selected from companies that practiced total quality management. Trust was measured 

using 48 items drawn from measures of trust developed from previous scholarly work. 



 

 
 

36 

Four of those items were designed to assess the teams' self-perceptions about their 

performance level. The findings suggested that as interpersonal trust between team 

members increases, the team's perceptions of its performance also increase. 

In a similar study of 112 teams with 395 members in semi-public employment 

agencies in the Netherlands, Costa (2003) found that trust between team members was 

positively related to perceived task performance. The goals of the study were to 

examine the role of trust in work team effectiveness. The researcher was interested in 

the effect of trust on perceived task performance, team satisfaction, and organizational 

commitment. Trust was measured using scales with a total of 26 items developed by 

Costa (2003) in a previous study. A nine-item scale was used to measure perceived 

task performance from the Expanded Delft Measurement Kit (Roe, Dienes, Ten Horn, 

& Zinovieva, 1997). Costa (2003) concluded that trust was positively related to 

perceived task performance in that as trust levels increased, perceptions of 

performance also improved. 

Similar findings of the direct relationship between interpersonal trust and team 

performance are present in other sources. In a study of trust and performance in virtual 

teams, Aubert and Kelsey (2003) examined the change in trust levels over time. Their 

sample consisted of 68 senior-level students taking a business course at one of two 

Canadian universities. The participants first self-selected teammates from their local 

class, which formed the local sub-team. These sub-teams were then randomly assigned 

to one of 11 virtual teams with the task of preparing a research paper. The team's 

performance on the paper was graded by the course instructor and constituted a large 

portion of the overall grade. Trust was measured using the scales developed by 
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Jarvenpaa, Knoll, & Leidner (1998). Trust was assessed both at the beginning of the 

project to evaluate initial trust in the sub-teams and again after the project to determine 

if there were any changes in trust level. The researchers concluded that higher trust 

levels between local and remote teams after the project were directly related to higher 

grades on the report. However, initial levels of trust within and between sub-teams did 

not have an impact on performance. This research provides support for the "trust as 

main effect" model under some conditions, but not others providing further evidence of 

mixed results in the empirical research. 

Erdem and Ozen (2003) also found partial support for the direct relationship 

between trust and performance. This study investigated the relationship between 

interpersonal trust in work teams and the team's performance perceptions. Twenty-eight 

teams with 128 members from organizations in various industries participated in this 

study. Self-report measures of trust and team performance were administered to all 

participants. The findings do not show a consistent relationship between trust and 

performance for the four organizations that participated in the study. Two of the 

organizations showed positive, significant correlations between trust and performance. 

The other two organizations, however, produced both small and non-significant 

correlations for this relationship. These results again lend partial support to the model of 

trust as the main effect but leave lingering questions about the true relationship between 

the two variables. Other studies testing this relationship have also found mixed or null 

results (Dirks, 1999; Porter & Lilly, 1996).  

Because trust forms the foundation of high-performing teams, and their success 

is critical to the success of organizations, scholars must gain a more profound 
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understanding of the role of trust in high-performing teams. Theoretically, scholars have 

explored the relationship between trust and high-performing teams (Bijlsma-Frankema 

et al., 2008; Butler Jr & Cantrell, 1984; Colquitt & Rodell, 2011), yet there is a salient 

lack of empirical research to support theoretical assertions (Cohen & Bailey, 1997). 

The lack of consensus among scholars necessitates additional research to 

determine if the extant environment can explain some of the variances in empirical 

results. The extant environment has been shown to influence the relationship between 

trust and teams (Aubert & Kelsey, 2003; Hakanen et al., 2015); however, that 

relationship has not been explored in an environment that necessitates trust for survival. 

The military context provides an environment that requires high levels of trust, given 

that risk, vulnerability, and uncertainty are all at heightened levels. At the same time, 

high levels of interdependence are also required, and the cost of one’s trust being 

violated could be fatal (Adams & Webb, 2004). Military teams’ performance and 

success depend on the team’s ability to exhibit the highest levels of performance 

individually and cumulatively, which stems from trust (Adams & Webb, 2004). 

 

Trust in Military Teams 

The cognitive and physical demands on one’s resources are so high in military 

teams that it precludes the constant monitoring of the actions of one’s teammates (Adams 

& Webb, 2004). Because of this, one must make assumptions about the competence of 

their teammate’s actions and their intentions. Trust can be a critical survival tool for 

military team members. Therefore, it is vital to understand how trust is likely to develop 

and to identify the factors that influence the development of trust.  
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Trust is essential to the success of all organizations. However, trust is a critical 

factor in health and safety, and most importantly, to the success of military teams because 

of the risks associated with combat (Sweeney, 2007). The absence of trust in military 

teams creates a potentially fatal situation, in which team members not only risk failure to 

complete assignments but also their lives (Ulmer, 1989). Building and maintaining trust 

among military team members is a complex process, where vulnerability and 

dependability are paramount to developing trust (Sweeney, 2007). Lapidot, Kark, and 

Shamir (2007) propose that the requisite vulnerability of military team members makes 

them far more vigilant and attentive to negative or counterproductive behaviors because 

of the inherent risk associated with poor performance. Therefore, military team members 

are much more concerned with counterproductive behaviors than their non-military peers. 

Sweeney (2007) define trust in a military context as “one’s willingness to be 

vulnerable to leaders or peers.” (p. 236). That vulnerability necessitates trust. 

Furthermore, Sweeney (2007) build on the research of Kelley and Thibaut’s (1978) 

(1978) model of interdependent trust, in which trust is conceptualized as a reciprocating 

cycle in which peers act to reduce their team members’ fear of exploitation. To achieve 

dependability and begin the process of building trust, team members must exhibit the 

dependence of their relationships with peers through common interests, shared purpose, 

ability, and the willingness to act out of concern (Holmes, 1991; Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; 

Sweeney, 2007). Additionally, Campbell (2006) asserts that the perception of other team 

members’ benevolence, a genuine kindness or regard for the welfare of others, creates an 

environment conducive to sustainable mutual trust. Holmes (1991) concludes that mutual 
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trust is more critical in a military context than in organizations because the degree of trust 

necessary for success is far more significant and has more impactful consequences. 

Models and theories prevalent in the military trust development literature indicate 

that soldiers’ level of vulnerability to both each other and leaders serve as the foundation 

of building and maintaining trust (Campbell, 2006; Lapidot et al., 2007; Sweeney, 2007). 

Members of the military, albeit susceptible to mistrust, increase their openness to trust as 

the importance placed on potential outcomes increase. Hence, special forces, whose 

objectives and missions are the most dangerous of all military members, are also the most 

open-minded to vulnerability and dependence. Additionally, perception of team 

members’ and leaders’ inability to meet expectations are met with increased monitoring 

and the potential for reconsideration of trust (Sweeney, 2007). Not meeting expectations 

is deemed unacceptable and erodes trust much more quickly in military teams than their 

non-military counterparts (Campbell, 2006). Therefore, research on trust in military 

teams should not rely solely on traditional theories of trust, but on studies where a lack of 

trust or negative perceptions of dependability rapidly erode trust because of the 

importance of potential outcomes.  

Swift Trust vs Other Types of Trust in the Military 

The military habitually operates in ad hoc situations or with temporary groups that 

are usually tailored to the specific mission requirements. This could mean that U.S. Army 

teams from different units are working together or the temporary team could be cross 

branch, U.S. Army and U.S. Navy working together. There is a military policy that states 

in a joint environment, leaders at all levels are to break down insular silos, find 

efficiencies, and reduce redundancies (Garamone, 2010). Joint Publications 3-0 (U.S. 
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DoD, 2010a p. 11-12) states that military forces must be doctrinally organized to 

“accomplish the mission based on the command’s vision and concept of operations. 

Unity of effort, centralized planning and direction, and decentralized execution are key 

considerations”. When these ad hoc military organizations are formed, there is not 

enough time for a trust relationship to mature (Lester, 2007). 

Given these scenarios, military leaders and team members are in situations where 

swift trust appraisals are made, and they move forward towards mission execution (Lester 

& Vogelgesang, 2012). Meyerson et al. (1996, p. 170) state that “to trust and be 

trustworthy, within the limits of temporary system, means that people have to wade in on 

trust rather than wait while experience gradually shows who can be trusted”. From 

research we have learned that trust is not “familiarity” or “confidence” even though they 

are somewhat related constructs (Lester, 2007). Although, familiarity may help establish 

trust by superficial knowledge, confidence is a deeper level of knowledge than familiarity 

and tends to be context specific when establishing trust (Luhmann, 1988).  

The first taxonomy of trust focuses on “cold” thoughts (cognitive) and “hot” 

emotions (affective) forms of trust. Lewis and Weigert (1985) state that trust is conferred 

if the trustor through cognition can determine if they have good reason for developing a 

trusting relationship with someone. The trustor may also develop an emotional link with a 

trustee, therefore developing affective trust (McAllister, 1995).  

The second taxonomy of trust is based on three sequential stages; calculus-based 

trust (CBT), knowledge-based trust (KBT), and identification-based trust (IBT) (Lewicki 

& Bunker, 1996; Shapiro, Sheppard, & Cheraskin, 1992). They build on themselves due 

to the interdependent nature of trust, repeated interaction, and time. CBT is developed 
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based on a cost-benefit analysis, the trustor chooses to trust based on a series of “good 

reasons”, the cost to maintain the relationship, and the benefit to the trustor (Lewicki & 

Bunker, 1996).  

As time passes CBT will give way to KBT, KBT is mostly built on the trustee’s 

predictability and their repeated interactions with the trustor (Lewicki & Bunker, 1996; 

Rotter, 1971). This occurs mostly through courtship and the trustee’s ability to 

successfully complete tasks of less importance. The CBT to KBT progression is mostly 

seen in the leader-follower relationship, when new recruits enter a unit and are asked to 

complete tasks correctly that they should have learned through basic training, or other 

military training (Lester & Vogelgesang, 2012).  

If the conditions are right then KBT will give way to the development of IBT and 

there is a mutual respect for each other’s trustworthiness and skill sets, as well as a 

positive affect between the trustor and trustee (Lester, 2007). Lewicki and Bunker (1996, 

p. 122) state that IBK is when “the parties effectively understand and appreciate the 

other’s wants; this mutual understanding is developed to the point that each can 

effectively act for the other, and thus permits a party to serve as the other’s agent and 

substitute for the other in interpersonal transactions.” In the military this relationship is 

established when the commanding officer has to relay on his senior enlisted to speak for 

him or her as they lead their team. This type of trust does not happen automatically but 

will happen quickly during training or combat operations (Lester & Vogelgesang, 2012).  

Meyerson et al. (1996) propose that swift trust is highly cognitive and differs from 

other forms of trust because it is calculus-based due to limited time and little incentive to 

develop higher forms of trust. Swift trust does mesh with how the military typically 
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operates. However, in the military, with combat missions happening and lives at stake, it 

is unrealistic to expect that even during their brief encounters, that a higher level of trust 

is not occurring (Lester & Vogelgesang, 2012). Moskowitz’s (2005) writing on the least-

effort principle, and Chaiken and Eagly (1989) work on the heuristic-systematic model, 

states that rank serves as a cultural heuristic that impacts followers’ swift trust.  

Rank is not the same as authority derived from legitimate sources (French, Raven, 

& Cartwright, 1959). Under Article 92 of the Uniform Code of Military Justice, a 

superior officer may give orders to those of lessor rank, and the failure to obey these 

orders may result in punishment assigned by a court martial (UCMJ, 2005). These orders 

may help the officer in compelling action, but it does not mean that the lower rank 

individuals trust the officer giving the orders (Lester & Vogelgesang, 2012). Although, 

under Meyerson et al. (1996) conceptualization of swift trust, every member has a 

specific job to do and problems occur when the jobs are not clear or blurred. Using the 

U.S. Army as an example, the platoon leader should be able gain swift trust of his or her 

followers due to the fact that he or she was trained to lead their platoon in combat and 

their job calls for them to perform this task. 

There is also the self-categorization theory by Turner (2010) that says joining a 

meaningful group leads to self-concept change, where one’s self concept changes from 

individuality to group prototypically; which means a drive to be like those in the group. 

This links to Tajfel, Turner, Austin, and Worchel (1979), which states that in-group 

members use the similarities to strengthen their social bonds with the in-group members 

and less with the out-group members. The members of the in-group are those that best 

embody the values and features of the group, and the members of the in-group expect that 
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their leader possess a “fuzzy set of features that describe the attributes of the in-group 

membership” (Fielding & Hogg, 1997, p. 40). Trust decisions when operational 

circumstances require two branches to work together on a mission could lead to the in-

group being the similar branch members, and the out-group being the different branch 

members, or certain members of one branch may have had positive or negative 

experiences with the other branch leading to easier or more difficult trust decisions 

(Lester & Vogelgesang, 2012).  

Every branch of the U.S. military allows its members to wear symbols of the 

expertise and experience on their uniforms by way of ribbons, medals, badges, and tabs. 

Swift trust can be impacted by these symbols worn, for example, one may be more likely 

to get into a helicopter flown by someone wearing aviation wings as opposed to someone 

who does not wear them. Moskowitz (2005) says that expertise is determined by the 

default mental processing, which is the one requiring the least amount of effort; Petty, 

Cacioppo, and Schumann (1983) state that followers choose assumed expertise based on 

stature; and Bass and Stogdill (1990, p. 233) says that expertise is determined by 

“information, knowledge, and wisdom in sound judgements, in good decisions, and 

accurate perceptions of reality.” 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

In Chapter three, the researcher examined the methods used to answer the 

following research questions: (1) How do high-performing teams build trust and (2) 

how do high-performing teams maintain trust? A qualitative approach was used, with 

interviews being conducted using semi-structured open-ended questions in order to 

collect the necessary data. This chapter contains detailed information regarding the 

purpose of the study, research design, and the research questions. Details about targeted 

population, participant selections, data analysis, and ethical considerations as well as 

procedures for the informed consent form, the need for confidentiality, and the process 

employed to achieve credibility and dependability throughout the data collection and 

analysis is also described.  

 

Purpose of Studying SOF 

The purpose of this study was to examine how trust is built and maintained 

within elite military units, namely Special Operation Forces (SOF), in order to gain a 

greater understanding about how and why these units operate as high-performance 

teams despite having to complete extraordinary objectives in dangerous situations. This 

study utilizes data collected from the perspective of U.S. Military operators. The term 

operator is a title given to individuals assigned to SOF teams across all branches of the 

military. Like other members of high performing teams, operators must work together 

in order to accomplish the mission. However, unlike other high-performance teams, 

SOF team members are regularly exposed to life and death situations, making their 
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survival dependent not only on their ability to work together but to trust each 

other. This unique characteristic made them the perfect pool for a study on building and 

maintaining trust. If we can understand how individuals with no prior relationship or 

training can be brought together and placed in an environment where they build and 

maintain trust, then perhaps we can learn more about how this process can be utilized in 

the context of workplace teams. While workplace teams don’t operate in inherently 

dangerous conditions, they are expected to perform at high levels.  

Operators were selected from different U.S. Special Operations Command units 

(USSOCOM) in the different branches of the U.S. military. USSOCOM oversees the 

various special operations component commands of the Army, Marine Corps, Navy, 

and Air Force of the United States Armed Forces. Operators were interviewed so that 

the researcher could chronicle their experiences and perspective on how they have built 

and maintained trust within their team. Participants were asked to share their 

experiences with respect to how they built and maintained trust with new members and 

with individuals who later joined the team, as well as how they maintained that trust 

throughout their assignment together. By acquiring knowledge from these operators 

regarding their perspectives and experiences in building and maintaining trust, these 

dissertation findings may provide insight into whether the operators’ described 

experiences are congruent with the limited amount of subject-matter research literature 

that was available. 

The findings of this study may be beneficial to professionals who study trust in 

the workplace, especially those professionals focused on building and maintaining high-

performance teams. Such professionals include industrial and organizational 
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psychologists, organizational behaviorists, human resource managers, and key 

executives who may use these research findings to inform, write, rewrite, or eliminate 

policies, provide subject matter training, and devise creative and ethical methods of 

building and maintaining trust in order for workplace teams to perform at the highest 

level possible. 

 

Research Questions 

The research questions allowed the investigator to study trust within the context 

of high performing military teams by interviewing SOF operators with first-hand 

knowledge of the trust necessary to accomplish extraordinary objectives in dangerous 

situations. These research questions are: (1) How do high performing teams in the 

military build trust and (2) how do high performing teams in the military maintain trust? 

 

Research Design 

The methodology used for this research was a qualitative, grounded theory 

approach. The research is exploratory and theory-building in nature. “A theory is an 

interrelated set of concepts which explains an event or phenomenon. While a model 

may describe an event, a theory provides substantive explanation and understanding. 

Thus, a theory contains a model." (Zaltman et al., 1982 p. 95) 

The end result is a theory of (a) how trust is built within the context of high 

performing teams in the military, and (b) how trust is maintained within those high 

performing teams. While this study is exploratory and qualitative, the researcher 
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foresees a future quantitative confirmatory survey, based and building on the findings of 

this exploratory study. 

The researcher used different classifications of SOF operators assigned to 

different units within the USSOCOM community throughout the United States. The 

research design for a study is dependent on the research questions that are being asked 

(Yin, 2018). The more ways research questions are employed to explain a 

contemporary circumstance or to detail how or why a social phenomenon works, the 

more relevant the choice of a study’s design is for the researcher to use (Yin, 2018). 

The research questions for this study focused on the experiences that SOF operators 

have had when building and maintaining trust with their teams. The research approach 

is shown in Appendix 1. In short, the general strategy and approach is what is called the 

empirical path, aimed at generating theory. The form of theory generating is grounded 

theory. The specific method in achieving grounded theory, and the data collection 

method is qualitative interviewing. All of these concepts are explained in more depth 

below. 

The number of subjects included in a research study is determined by data 

saturation (Rabinovich & Kacen, 2013). Creswell (2013) stated that researchers should 

gather data from their participants until no new data emerges. When a researcher cannot 

find new information or theories within the collected research data, the research has 

reached data saturation (Rabinovich & Kacen, 2013). Data can be collected from 

interviews, field notes, and documentation (Creswell, 2013; Leedy & Ormrod, 2016; 

Patton, 2015; Yin, 2018). Open-ended, semi-structured interviews are the most 

appropriate interview technique when using a qualitative research method (Creswell, 
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2013; Patton, 2015; Yin, 2018). Therefore, open-ended, semi structured interviews were 

used for this study. 

The targeted population for the study were SOF operators assigned to 

USSOCOM units in the United States at the time of the interviews. Each participant 

had a minimum of six years of overall military experience, were an E-6 or above, and 

had served in combat. The military has three classifications of rank, enlisted (E1-E9, 

warrant officers (W1-W5), and commissioned officers (O1-O10). Enlisted personnel 

are the lowest rank and are considered the backbone of the military. They have 

specific specialties within a unit, perform specific job functions and have the 

knowledge that ensures the success of their unit's current mission. Warrant officers are 

experts in a particular technical field, with long service as enlisted personnel. To 

become a warrant officer, the Military Occupation Specialty (MOS) must have the 

need, one must be of E5 rank or higher and have at least four years of service. The 

only direct enlistment as a warrant officer is to become a helicopter pilot. 

Commissioned officers are commissioned into the military either through Reserve 

Officer’s Training Corps (ROTC) after graduating college, graduating from a U.S. 

Military Academy, or graduating from Officer Candidate School (OCS). In order to be 

eligible for OCS one must have a four-year college degree and either have six years of 

active duty or enlist before their thirty second birthday as a civilian. Commissioned 

officers are managers, problem solvers, key influencers and planners who lead and 

plan missions. 

Qualitative research is founded on four philosophical assumptions: ontological, 

epistemological, axiological, and methodology (Creswell, 2013). The philosophical 
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assumption used in this research study was axiological. Axiological assumptions require 

the researcher to disclose personal values, actions, and thoughts on the subject matter 

(Creswell, 2013). Such disclosure is viewed as a way to strengthen the research, as well 

as to add value and minimize bias. This is important because qualitative findings are not 

based on statistical data. 

 

Sample 

Qualitative research requires the use of some type of population to be analyzed. A 

qualitative methodology allows for smaller sample sizes to be used in a research study. 

The population targeted for this study was composed of SOF operators, regardless of 

their ethnicity, gender, or religious belief, who were assigned to USSOCOM units within 

the United States military. USSOCOM oversees the various special operations 

component commands of the Army, Marine Corps, Navy, and Air Force of the United 

States Armed Forces. USSOCOM units are considered the elite top tier units within the 

United States military because they are tasked with completing the most difficult 

missions encountered by the United States military. The intended sample size was 12 to 

24 operators who met the inclusion criteria. 

Purposeful sampling was the sampling strategy employed. The larger population 

included SOF personnel within the four branches of the United States military, 

including National Guard and Reserve. The Congressional Research Service reported in 

December of 2020 that there were roughly 70,000 personnel assigned to these units, 

U.S. Army (33,000), U.S. Air Force (20,800), U.S. Navy (10,000), and the U.S. Marine 

Corps (3,000). Depending on the branch, unit and team, the ranks could be enlisted (E1 
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- E9), commissioned officers (O1 - O10, and warrant officers (W1 – W5). In the enlisted 

ranks, they become non-commissioned officers or NCOs at the E-5 level and above. 

This means that they have been through additional military leadership training and can 

lead a team, squad, platoon, company, battalion or larger group of troops; depending on 

their rank, experience and assignment.  

According to Creswell (2013), purposeful sampling is employed to search 

within a larger population for specific groups of individuals who would best inform the 

investigator about the research study. The researcher explained that decisions need to 

be made about who or what should be sampled, what form the sampling will take place, 

and how many people or units need to be sampled. For this study, the research 

participants were from multiple units within the USSOCOM community, and from 

multiple branches of the U.S. military. The population inclusion criteria consisted of the 

following: 

•      Must be currently serving in a USSOCOM unit;  
•      Must be assigned to a field team; 
•      Must have at least 5 years of active duty; and 
•      Must have served in combat. 
 
Approval was received from the Temple University Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) to conduct the research. After receiving approval, the researcher began the 

recruitment process. The primary way that participants were recruited was through the 

personal contacts the researcher has within the USSOCOM community. The researcher 

had to navigate his way through numerous people in order to reach high level 

commanders. Once the researcher made contact with these commanders, he asked 

permission to interview some of their subordinates for inclusion in the study. Interviews 

were conducted by telephone, video conferencing, and in-person. Once the researcher 
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received permission from the unit and platoon leaders, a meeting time and place was 

agreed upon in order to conduct the interviews with the operators.  

 

Protection of Participants 

Research participants who agreed to participate and who met the inclusion 

criteria were given an informed consent form at least one week prior to the 

interview. Each operator was instructed to review the form and make an informed 

decision about whether to participate. Prior to beginning the interview, the researcher 

reviewed the informed consent form with each participant to ensure that the nature of 

the study and the participants’ rights were fully understood, and informed consent was 

being given. Additionally, participants were asked if they had any questions that were 

not covered by the informed consent form. All questions were answered before consent 

was given and the interviews began. 

To minimize the possibility of being identified, each participant was assigned 

an alphanumeric code (SOCOM 1 through SOCOM 26). Assigned numbers were not 

in chronological order according to either names or interview order. The collected 

data, consisting of the researcher’s notes, mp3 recordings and transcribed interviews, 

were placed in the researcher’s locked safe at home. The data will remain secured until 

the approval of this dissertation, and then properly destroyed to ensure that no one 

may gain access to this information.  
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Data Collection 

Yin (2018) described six areas from which case study evidence is derived: (a) 

archival records, (b) interviews, (c) direct observations, (d) documentations, (e) physical 

artifacts, and (f) participant observations. The case study interviews were the source for 

data collection. Yin (2018) stated that case study interviews should resemble guided 

conversations that suggest explanations of key events and reflections of the participant’s 

perspectives. 

The interviews took place in private for the comfortability of the participants. 

After the informed consent process, the researcher transitioned to conducting the 

interview. The participants were first asked a series of demographic questions aimed at 

collecting information relating to current age, age at enlistment, race, service branch, 

number of years of service, military rank, number of years of college completed, combat 

experience and whether the participant played organized sports in high school. The 

interview data was collected by either hand written notes or recorded by an mp3 

recording device, and then later transcribed. 

The participants were identified by their assigned code instead of using their 

actual names in order to ensure anonymity. The researcher disclosed to participants his 

own experience as a former USSOCOM operator and his potential personal bias 

toward the study’s subject matter. The interview process included open-ended guided 

conversational questions with follow-up questions to clarify and further understand 

the participants’ responses. Each interview lasted approximately forty-five minutes on 

average, with none of them exceeding one hour. At the close of the interviews, 
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participants were thanked for their participation as well as their bravery and continued 

service to our country. Participants were also given the opportunity to ask follow-up 

questions and/or offer any additional information which might be relevant to building 

and maintaining trust.  

The original research plan was to have two blocks of twelve interviews. It was not 

known by the researcher if saturation had been achieved at the end of the first block of 

twelve interviews, unitl more interviews had been conducted. In fact, saturation was 

achieved after the first twelve interviews. Therefore, the number of subjects that were 

included in the research study was determined by data saturation (Rabinovich & Kacen, 

2013). Creswell (2013) stated that researchers should gather data from their participants 

until no new data emerges. When a researcher cannot find new information or theories 

within the collected research data, the research has reached data saturation (Rabinovich & 

Kacen, 2013). 

This was known by the researcher because no new themes were emerging from 

the interviews as he started with operator thirteen. This was reinforced at interview 

fifteen, but the researcher had committed the time with the operators, and they committed 

their time with him. The researcher wanted to be respectful, therefore he continued on 

with the balance of the operators that had volunteered to be interviewed. The reason 

twenty-six operators were interviewed was because during the last block of interviews 

there were two extra operators that were interested in participating, one of which happen 

to be the Air Force fighter pilot. The fighter pilot did not offer anything outside of what 

the other twenty-five other operators had offered. Therefore, his interview was kept in the 

data pool.     
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Data Analysis 

Data analysis can be a time-consuming process in qualitative research, but it is 

imperative for researchers to have a strategy to analyze qualitative data. This is 

especially important here as participants consisted of a diverse group of individuals from 

diverse backgrounds, cultures, ages, military branches, and units and were stationed in 

different regions of the United States. Yin (2018) stated that qualitative researchers must 

search for patterns, insights, or promising concepts. Yin (2018) listed four general types 

of strategies commonly used by qualitative researchers: theoretical propositions, ground 

up, case description, or plausible rival explanations. In this study, the researcher 

employed the ground-up strategy during this study project.  

The ground-up strategy requires the researcher to pour through the data looking 

for patterns with useful concepts that can lead to additional relationships. Once all of the 

interviews were transcribed, all of this data was uploaded into NVivo 12 and then 

reviewed. Using NVivo 12, the researcher assigned various nodes and codes to the 

data. Each node and code represented a different concept or abstraction of interest. The 

codes were placed into groups based on their patterns and then themes were developed 

for each group (Yin, 2018). Thereafter, the researcher studied the data, looking for 

useful themes, patterns and categories. Lastly, the data was given one of the assigned 

codes, each representing a concept of potential interest (Yin, 2018). 

In analyzing the data, the researcher followed Yin’s (2018) perspective for 

starting analytic strategy by looking for patterns, insights, and concepts that seemed 

promising. This was accomplished by manipulating the data, putting information 

into different arrays, reflecting on different themes and subthemes, creating a 
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matrix with contrasting categories and placing the evidence within to create visual 

displays (flowcharts, graphs), tabulation of the frequency of different events, and 

putting information in chronological order (Yin, 2018). 

The ground-up strategy utilized complemented Yin’s (2018) cross-case analysis. 

To respect the integrity of an entire case, cross-case analysis takes a holistic approach to 

synthesis. This study contains subjects from two different military branches and five 

different units within those branches. The researcher used a cross-case analysis to see if 

there were any within-case patterns (Yin, 2018). To ensure accuracy, the researcher 

listened to the audio and edited the transcribed audio-recordings that were produced 

using Trint software. The researcher re-read his contemporaneous notes collected from 

each interview that were compared to the transcriptions, in order to locate relevant text 

that connected the words or themes to the research questions. All of the findings were 

coded and placed in groups and themes (Yin, 2018). Once within-case patterns were 

found, the researcher looked for replicative relationships across the cases (Yin, 2018). 

Each case was compared and assessed in relation to the other cases to formulate more 

patterns and themes. This occurred until saturation was achieved. Percy et al. (2015 

p.81) formulated a step-by-step procedure for inductive analysis: 

1.  The researcher listened to the recordings and edited the Trint produced transcripts 
to check for accuracy. The researcher was also mindful to schedule time after each 
interview that had to be recorded manually to ensure that data was accurately noted. 
He then reviewed and became familiar with the collected data from the interviews. 

2.  The transcripts were re-read, and all significant words, phrases, 
sentences, and paragraphs were highlighted. 

3.  The highlighted data was studied and compared to the research questions to 
determine if there was a correlation. Not all of the highlighted information 
correlated to the research questions. 

4.  Highlighted information that did not correlate with the research questions 
were set aside but was not destroyed or deleted in case it is needed later. 
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5.  All significant data that correlated to the research questions was given a number 
and color corresponding to an assigned code. An interpretation sheet was made to 
clarify their meaning. 
6.  Once the items were coded, the researcher clustered the data that shared 
commonalities to determine patterns. When a pattern was located, it was labeled with 
a descriptive statement. 

7.  As patterns were located, the researcher looked for data that corresponded to 
the pattern and placed this data in the appropriate category. 

8.  The researcher determined the themes by combining and clustering patterns. 
When a meaningful theme appeared from the patterns, the researcher gave each 
theme a more abstract descriptor as a third level of abstraction. 

9.  Once all of the information was analyzed, the researcher arranged the data in a 
matrix according to each theme along with the corresponding supportive pattern. The 
codes were included with each cluster in the matrix. 

10.  At this point, the researcher produced an abstract analysis detailing the scope and 
substance of each theme. 

11.  Steps 1–10 was repeated for all participants. 

12.  Once all of the data was analyzed for each participant, the analyses, 
including their themes and patterns, were combined. 

13.  The themes were synthesized with one another to form composite syntheses 
of the data collected regarding the research questions. 

 
There were two different types of moods for each of the two types of collection 

methods, which were live interviews and virtual interviews. During the live interviews 

there was a better personal connection with the operator, and it seemed as if we had more 

personal talk after the interview, sharing some personal stories. During the virtual 

interviews when they were over, it was more a formal good bye with well wishes. There 

was not sticking around and reminiscing or sharing of “war stories”. The researcher does 

not believe that the answers were different due to the two collection methods being 

different. There was a comparison done, and the quality of data was consistent. 

 The collection of data during the live interviews was with Google Docs Voice 

Typing. As the interviewee would speak the researcher could see the words transcribe 

onto his screen in the Google Doc. It took a little correcting as the operator spoke if the 
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words did not transcribe properly, but it was not disruptive to the interview. This was 

done to ensure the reliability of the notes, since there would be no audio to listen to later. 

As long it was close enough to be able to be coded later, the researcher did not want to 

hold up the interview, and let little things go because they could be edited for spelling 

and grammar after the interview. For the virtual interviews, they were recorded with no 

video, audio only, and transcribed to a Microsoft Word document using a program called 

Trint. After the completion of all the interviews, the researcher was able to listen to these 

interviews while reading the Trint transcription, and make edits as needed to ensure 

accuracy before coding the data.  

The researcher presented his findings using the two-order approach noted by Van 

Maanen (1979) and Gioia (1998). Specifically, he included first-order data (codes and 

text passages comprised of words, ideas, and phrases from interviewees) as well as 

second order data (more abstract concepts he developed from linkages and themes in the 

first-order data). Hence, he represents identity work in the actual words of informants and 

in the basic codes used in analysis (first order) as well as build a grounded, theoretical 

explanation for the patterns observed in informants’ words (second order). For maximum 

clarity and parsimony, the researcher interweaves both orders of findings throughout this 

section; that is, he supplies an overarching structure that provides the skeleton for his 

theory and the thick description from the data to make it more substantial. 

 

Guiding Interview Questions 

Creswell (2013) stated that there are seven parts of a qualitative interview: (a) 

formulating the research question, (b) identifying interviewees, (c) choosing the type of 
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interview, (d) determining the recording procedure, (e) establishing the interview 

protocol, (f) determining the interview site, and (g) ensuring informed consent is given. 

The best type of research interview is one that produces the most useful information to 

answer the research question (Creswell, 2013). In this study, the research questions are: 

(1) How do high performing teams in the military build trust and (2) how do high 

performing teams in the military maintain trust? 

In order to explore these questions, a semi-structured interview with open ended 

questions, conducted via telephone, video conference, or in person. The semi-structured 

interviews allowed this researcher more flexibility to ask follow-up questions in 

response to the participants’ answers to primary questions. By conducting semi-

structured interviews, the researcher could also employ guided questions to gather more 

details on certain areas of the participants’ responses to find more complex meaning. 

This allowed the researcher to then refocus the question to redirect the interviewee 

toward new information (Baskarada, 2014). The researcher developed each question 

with the aim of gaining greater insight into how SOF units build and maintain trust 

despite having to complete extraordinary objectives in extremely dangerous 

situations. The semi-structure guided questions are detailed in Appendix 1. 

 

Summary 

Purposeful sampling was used to locate and recruit research participants who 

met the inclusion criteria to participate in the present study. Twenty-six USSOCOM 

operators from five different teams stationed around the United States met the inclusion 

criteria and were sampled for the study. Yin’s (2018) approach to data analysis and 
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guided interview questions were used to answer the following research questions: (1) 

How do high performing teams in the military build trust and (2) how do high 

performing teams in the military maintain trust? 

Chapter four details the relationship between the study and the researcher 

and includes a detailed description of the sample and data collection and 

analysis. There is also a discussion of the theme, patterns, and findings regarding 

the experiences of SOF operators who have built and maintained trust within a 

high-performance team. 
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CHAPTER 4 

PRESENTATION OF DATA 

 

Pilot Study 

The researcher conducted a pilot study to ensure that he collected relevant data for 

the official study. The researcher wanted to ensure the existence of something viable to 

research and also prepare the right questions that would lead to the collection of robust 

data. The researcher had two research questions in mind when he started the pilot study: 

(1) How do high-performing teams build trust and (2) how do high-performing teams 

maintain trust? To understand this, the researcher chose a qualitative approach with open-

ended interview questions. The questions were asked to each individual separately over 

the phone or on a video conference call. The calls were recorded, notes were taken, and 

the data was collected contemporaneously.  

The researcher decided to interview former operators that he personally knew 

because it was very convenient, and he knew they would give him their time on such 

short notice. The researcher needed to understand the feasibility before moving onto a 

larger scale study that requires a lot more time and travel. This study was to test research 

protocols, data collection instruments, sample recruitment strategies, and other research 

techniques in preparation for the more extensive study. This study would also help to 

identify potential problem areas and deficiencies in the research instruments and 

protocols before implementation during the dissertation study. 
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Population 

The population interviewed for the pilot study were former United States SOF 

Operators. Three of the men interviewed were retired United States Army Rangers who 

served in the 75th Ranger Regiment, and two of the men were retired United States Navy 

SEALs that served in the Navy Special Warfare Group One. These two elite units fall 

under USSOCOM. To provide confidentiality, the Rangers were referred to as Ranger 1, 

Ranger 2, and Ranger 3; while the SEALs were referred to as SEAL 1 and SEAL 2.  

 

Findings 

The pilot study was a way to verify that unstructured, open-ended interviews were 

a better option than more structured interviews, focus groups, or surveys. It is difficult to 

get a group together, then ask them questions based on trust, and have everyone answer 

without bias. Surveys are too structured and did not allow for the intimate conversation 

and the ability for follow up questions in order to extract out pertinent data. The pilot 

study revealed interesting anomalies that necessitated further investigation. Some of these 

themes that were developed after coding the transcripts of the interviews were: mindset, 

self-discipline and team culture when it came to building trust. When it came to the 

theory of maintaining trust the themes that presented themselves were spending as much 

time together as a team and becoming an expert at your job, through training and 

consistency. 

 

How to Build Trust 

Mindset 
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The term that came up the most with the five operators was mindset. Operators 

expressed the ability to trust their teammates because they all share the same mindset. 

“We never quit, we are able to put our emotions aside, embrace the suck, and do 

whatever is required to get the job done.” (Ranger 2). Most of the operators were of the 

belief that there was already some level of trust built into the team by virtue of its 

members having made it thru the selection process. “You know that each of the guys in 

your unit are hardcore; they have the mental toughness because they made it thru 

selection” (SEAL 1). While the operators clearly state that the new team members are not 

starting at zero, they are definitely not starting at 100% either, there is work that needs to 

be done in order to get to ultimate trust. 

“The selection process does its job to weed-out those who are not smart enough, 

strong enough, or committed enough to add value to the team” (Ranger 2). In order to be 

successful at unconventional warfare, we have to master the doctrine and tactics, or the 

inside the box conventional warfare first (Ranger 3). “Let’s face it, this shit isn’t for 

everyone, you can’t be of faint heart, you have to be mentally and physically hard in 

order to make it to SOF and to stay alive while you are in SOF (Ranger 2). “You have to 

have the mindset to be a winner, understanding that you may fail, but that you need to not 

be ok with failing, failing needs to eat you up inside and push you to be better every day” 

(SEAL 2). 

Self-discipline 

Another phrase that came up a lot was self-discipline. Everyone agreed that self-

discipline does not come from an external force, it comes from within. “You have to have 

self-discipline to be successful in SOF, that’s all there is to it” (SEAL 1). “Self-discipline 
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is not something you turn on and off. You don’t wake up disciplined some days and not 

on other days. It needs to be who you are” (Ranger 1). “You need to have the self-

discipline to train like your life depends on it and become the best at what you do” 

(Ranger 2). “The only way to stay on an unbeatable team is to have the self-discipline to 

train and demonstrate your ability to perform, that earns trust” (SEAL 1). “We do not cut 

corners in SOF. We take the right road even if that road is the longer road or the harder 

road (Ranger 2).  

Team Culture or Subculture 

Trice & Morand, 1991, (p. 1) define a team culture or subculture as “distinct 

clusters of understandings, behaviors, and cultural forms that identify groups of people in 

the organization.” “Not every team in SOF is going to have the right culture, nor is every 

unit in the military. However, the chances of having a culture that fosters the building of 

trust are much greater in SOF than in conventional military units because of the potential 

for loss of life. We have to trust that each of us will perform under pressure. We trust 

each other with our lives” (SEAL 2). The units, groups, or teams that seem to have the 

right culture for trust to be facilitated are the units and teams with the most successful 

missions and get their missions approved the most. “In order to be chosen to execute the 

most important missions, the team needs to have the resources set up for success and this 

does not happen without trust and the right culture” (SEAL 2). “The individuals have to 

be good people with good moral values, if you are a shit bag, you are not going to make 

it. Values have to align if a trusting culture is to be formed and for it to survive the 

stresses of combat” (Ranger 3).  
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Notably, all operators mentioned the concept of trusting that no one will panic and 

that all will perform under pressure. They all expressed the belief that some level of fear 

is good because it heightens the senses and releases chemicals in the brain that trigger the 

brain’s survival mechanism. “Panic is contagious and leads to poor judgment and poor 

decision making” (Ranger 1). Operators must stay calm and keep a clear mind to make 

split-second decisions that can affect the probability of survival and mission success. 

Through strenuous training that mimics combat environments, operators learn to trust that 

each will do their part so that the mission can succeed. 

Summary  

The concept of training in environments that replicate the dangers of combat 

appeared to affect trust building somehow. However, it was not clear whether trust 

increased because the operators spent more overall time together or because it increased 

their skill and competency. Based on the pilot study, the researcher needed to explore the 

effect of strenuous and continuous training on trust building within the SOF team. There 

was also the mention that while it takes a special kind of person to join the military, it 

takes a different kind of person to complete SOF training and serve in their elite units. 

Pilot study subjects frequently raised the idea that trust in leadership helps to inspire trust 

within the team but may not be necessary for leaders not actively engaged with the team. 

This situation should be an area to pursue in future research. 

 

How to Maintain Trust 

Everything Together  
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“Everyone shows up to the team not knowing anyone, but there is a certain bond 

that we all share, that gets strengthened by the suck that we go through in training and in 

combat” (Ranger 1). “We personally share a lot more in common than we think, everyone 

has a story, and everyone has baggage, but we were all able to push past it and get here, 

and sharing those personal struggles is what brings us all closer together” (SEAL 2). “We 

do everything together, from training to seeing each other outside of training, and when 

we are deployed, all we have is each other. We get to know each other more than some of 

us know ourselves. We form a special bond that will likely last a lifetime” (Ranger 3). 

Through debriefings and analysis of performance outcomes, team members continue to 

improve, and their trust in each other and the team is further solidified.  

Become an Expert 

“You cannot make it to selection doing the bare minimum or just knowing a little 

bit. You must be an expert at tactics and your job” (SEAL 2). “There is no room for 

people that are ok with second place, or putting off learning until tomorrow, we are a 

team, and we do not stop until we get it right” (Ranger 2). “You can’t just show up and 

know what to do; you need to show up and be able to execute what you know and teach 

others to do what you know” (SEAL 1). Ranger 1 said it best when he stated,” being an 

expert at your job breads others’ confidence in you and helps to build trust. When team 

members can rely upon you to do your job and do it well, they trust you. They trust you 

to do your part to help the mission succeed, and they trust you with their life. This is the 

highest trust you can have” (Ranger 1). 

Being highly skilled or an expert in your Area of Responsibility (AoR) appeared 

to positively influence trust. Team members expressed difficulty trusting someone who 
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lacks proficiency and consistency. Being proficient requires a lot of self-discipline and 

personal accountability, both with the team and when you are away from the team. 

Operators have the luxury of constantly training together which allows one another to see 

each other’s work ethic, dedication and skill set. If the team does not trust that you are a 

“value add” to the mission, then you risk being replaced for the mission and possibly 

even removed from the team. With competence came the mention of core values and a 

discussion about which values team members should possess. Three core values were 

similar amongst all five pilot study test subjects: self-discipline, reliability, and a never 

quit attitude.  

Summary 

When it comes to maintaining trust, operators endure rigorous training in 

environments as realistic as possible in the hopes that each can be trusted to perform as 

expected in an actual combat environment. Learning more about the training process, 

including the frequency and intensity, could be beneficial to businesses interested in 

building high-performance teams to meet aggressive deadlines or targets. While 

operators’ life-or-death situations cannot compare to the stress encountered by teams 

performing in business environments, trust is still required to achieve the necessary 

objectives.  

The researcher's dialogue with fellow operators led me to develop the dissertation 

script for this study. The researcher noticed some common words used, commonalities in 

their backgrounds, value systems aligned, similar attitudes toward situations, the belief in 

something more significant than the individual, and how team members evaluated and 

responded to environmental factors. The researcher noticed a very similar theme in the 
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attitudes, perceptions, and values that the subjects shared in the pilot study. The fact that 

we are all human beings and these men said that they would all do it again without 

hesitation makes the researcher believe there is something within us all that these men 

have been able to identify with, and it would be a great asset to find out what that is. 

 

Interesting Outlier 

Leadership 

The topic of trust and leadership was mixed between the five participants, 

although they did agree that if they did not trust their leaders, it would bring the team 

closer together. The idea that trust in leaders that the operators worked with daily was 

consistently stated as necessary or preferred. When it came to leaders that they did not 

work with, they seemed not to be worried about whether they trusted them or not. Ranger 

3 stated, “who cares if I trust my Regimental Commander, he has a job to do, and it is 

very political at his level, so I hope he does what's right, of course; but my Battalion 

Commander, trusting him makes the culture for trust better and increases our moral and 

our performance”. “Do you think I would trust some Admiral that I never met that is in 

charge of us or our mission? No, but I hope that others do, and that is why he is in that 

position” (SEAL 2).  

 

Limitations of Pilot Study and Next Steps 

One limitation of the study was that all the participants were retired SOF 

members and thus no longer members of these elite high-performance teams. Further, 

they have all been separated from the military for at least ten years. Thus, each 
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participant was speaking from the past as opposed to the present. There were also no 

women to interview; all subjects were male. Those who serve in these high-performance 

military teams are typically between 20 and 40 years old. Further research could seek to 

identify and interview women that are a part of elite high-performance teams to 

understand how they build and maintain trust. The other would be that the researcher 

could only interview members of the United States Army and the United States Navy 

high-performance teams; there could be more data to be collected from the United States 

Marines’ and the United States Airforce’s high-performance teams. 

What is Missing After the Pilot Study? 

Based on the pilot study's findings, there is a gap that is presenting itself in the 

trust literature. The five members in the pilot study consistently stated a perceived swift 

trust that was automatically assigned to new team members based on the level of 

commitment and training they had already completed by virtue of the selection process. 

In other words, since everyone had gone through the same training and had shown the 

same level of commitment, swift or situational trust was immediately demonstrated 

(Holtz, 2013). Then, together as a team through routine training and missions, they 

demonstrated ability and proficiency, which built confidence and trust with other team 

members. Operators spent countless hours together inside and outside the training and 

combat arenas and thereby established benevolence. These three antecedents of trust have 

been well documented in this paper and the published literature, but there is the potential 

to uncover even more factors that influence, build, and maintain trust. 

Concerning integrity, the third antecedent of trust, operators expressed a strong 

sense of moral principles and definitive lines between right and wrong. SOF operators 
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volunteer at least three times to get where they are, which signaled a strong commitment 

to serving others. Each operator believed that these values were something they held in 

common with other team members. These shared values made it easier for them to risk 

their own life for individuals who shared the same belief. What wasn’t clear is from 

where this level of integrity comes. Does it stem from loyalty, bravery, volunteerism, or 

the lack of ego? Does it have something to do with an individual’s propensity to serve 

and put others first? Or is it the fact that material compensation is less important than 

moral compensation? The researcher was convinced that some of these questions could 

be answered by modifying the interview script and conducting the dissertation's formal 

study.  

Hopefully, with the development of the correct interview questions and follow-up 

questions, some other interesting data points can be clarified. Does the fact that 

leadership puts their troops' health and safety before their own lead to an environment 

that cultivates the team’s ability to build and maintain trust at such levels? Is the amount 

of time spent together a contributing factor? Can it be the simple fact that they all believe 

in what they are doing, trust in themselves, and what they are doing so they can be trusted 

and trust others? Confidence could be an influential antecedent of trust, as demonstrated 

by high-performance military teams. It has been demonstrated in the literature that trust is 

earned and it takes time, but trust needs to happen between leaders and followers in both 

directions and every Operator on the team is a leader, but they are also followers, and 

they know when and how to use this skill to maintain the trust through a mission.  

The fact that these Operators have the trust of their families, the trust in 

themselves, the trust in the military, and the trust in leadership; leads to the trust in one 
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another. The qualification and training process the U.S. Special Operations Forces use 

seems to establish a certain level of trust once an Operator arrives at the unit. The SOF 

unit must then establish and maintain trust as a new team, and this seems to be consistent 

with a training and verification process, but how does this military process establish the 

trust so high that their Operators risk their life for it? This type of trust requires the 

highest level of accountability; each holds themselves to the highest standards first, then 

to their team, then to their leadership, and then to the military; and the public holds the 

military accountable.  

 

Conclusion 

SOF operators must demonstrate continued proficiency both in training and 

combat. The military expends a considerable amount of time and resources to put 

individuals through the selection process and then considerably more in training costs to 

ensure that operators remain proficient and prepared for every mission. These 

investments suggest that military processes may play an essential role in developing and 

maintaining trust within HPTs. Even though businesses desire the same performance 

outputs in their teams, most do not invest enough time and resources into creating these 

types of teams.  

This pilot study's results have further led me to believe the need for my 

dissertation study to help bridge the gap that De Jong et al. (2017) have identified 

regarding the need for more research into the development and maintenance of trust. 

While benevolence, integrity, and ability are the most identified antecedents of trust in 

the literature, the data from my pilot study suggests that additional factors such as 
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proficiency (expert), self-discipline, attitude (mindset), and reliability (consistency) may 

prove to be additional antecedents. 

 

Presentation of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative research study was to examine the experiences 

SOF operators have while building and maintaining trust within their HPTs. A 

common type of data collection tool which researchers use for this type of study is the 

face-to-face interview (Yin, 2018). Outside of the demographic questions, twenty 

primary research questions (as seen in Appendix 1) were used to gather the pertinent 

information needed to answer the following research questions: (1) How do you build 

trust and (2) how do you maintain trust in HPTs? Based on the participants’ answers to 

the twenty primary questions, the dissertation researcher asked further questions to 

clarify a particular answer. These interviews took place in different regions of the 

United States and involved multiple operators in different military branches and 

assigned to different units within the USSOCOM community.  

The majority of the operators have been assigned to their teams for at least two 

years, and they have been with the same core (more than half of the team) between 

two and three years. Some have been together for six years. In the military, individuals 

can PCS (Permanent Change of Station) based on the military's needs, and individuals 

can decide to separate from the military after their contract is expired (ETS) or retire.  

When it came to the question, “do you trust new team members?”, the 

unanimous answer was “it depends”. If the new team member was new to SOF, the 

operators were inclined to give the individual the benefit of the doubt. They had some 
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initial trust for the new member, but trust needed to be solidified through training and 

personal interaction. Operators could not give a definitive timeline on the length of 

this process since it required the new team member to demonstrate proficiency and 

consistency in the AoR. This outcome usually occurs during training exercises, and 

sometimes even during combat, a deployment was scheduled for soon after their 

arrival to the team. The two things that mattered most to the operators were whether 

the new member could perform (as opposed to freezing) when faced with a life-or-

death decision and whether they had what it took to operate at such a high level? 

For those new team members who were coming from another SOF unit, they at 

least had a reputation. If the reputation was good, then this helped the trust process. 

However, if reputation was bad, the process took a lot longer. In some situations, 

members might try to get that person transferred elsewhere, either within or outside 

the unit. The operators are not looking for the strongest, most intelligent, or most 

accurate shooting individual; they are looking for the person that adds the most value 

to the team 

 

Results of the Study 

This section addresses the common themes that surfaced during the coding 

process. In building trust, the common themes were: (a) proficiency, (b) attitude, (c) 

humility, (d) honor, and (e) courage. Table 3 illustrates the coding process and the 

emergence of these themes. Concerning maintaining trust, the common themes that 

emerged were: (a) suffer together to grow together, (b) willingness to experience 

failure, (c) self-discipline, and (d) resilience, all of which are illustrated in Table 4. 
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The prevalent themes that arose from the coding of what prevents trust were: (a) no 

self-discipline, (b) lack of motivation, (c) unreliability, and (d) arrogance, as depicted 

in Table 5. Lastly, Table 6 shows how the coding process led to (a) transparency, (b) 

communication, and (c) respect as the themes that enabled a trusting culture amongst 

the team. A detailed account of the findings follows from this research study. 

When it came to the question, “do you trust new team members?”, the 

unanimous answer was “it depends”. If the new team member was new to SOF, the 

operators were inclined to give the individual the benefit of the doubt. They had some 

initial trust for the new member, but trust needed to be solidified through training and 

personal interaction. Operators could not give a definitive timeline on this process's 

length since it required the new team member to demonstrate proficiency and 

consistency, which usually occurs during training exercises and eventually combat. 

For those new team members who were coming from another SOF unit, they at 

least had a reputation. If the reputation was good, then this helped the trust 

process. However, if reputation was bad, the process took a lot longer. In some 

situations, members might try and get that person transferred elsewhere, either within 

or outside the unit. The operators are not looking for the strongest, most intelligent, or 

most accurate shooting individual; they are looking for the person that adds the most 

value to the team. 
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Affective Commitment 

 There are several approaches to conceptualizing affective commitment in the 

literature. Lövblad, Hyder, and Lönnstedt (2012) conceptualize affective commitment as 

a psychological state that can only be experienced by individuals and is built on the 

perception of a rewarding relationship. 

There are three main scholarly approaches to affective commitment. The first 

approach emphasizes identifying with and involvement in an organization (Cater & 

Cater, 2010). The second approach concentrates on the desire to continue a relationship 

(Sharma, Young, & Wilkinson, 2006). Finally, the last approach focuses on a generalized 

sense of positive regard and attachment to the other party (Gounaris, 2005; Wetzels, de 

Ruyter, & van Birgelen, 1998). When affective commitment is present in a relationship, 
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the parties involved keep the relationship going because they want to maintain it (Kumar, 

Hibbard, & Stern, 1994). In this research, the researcher will employ the first approach, 

as Cater and Cater (2010) conceptualize affective commitment more precisely as a 

partner's desire to maintain a relationship because they feel a sense of loyalty and 

belongingness. The research revealed that high-performing military teams emphasized 

the importance of specific characteristics that fostered trust, respect, and loyalty in team 

members. Once those characteristics were salient in team members, the team felt that the 

member belonged and exhibited behavior consistent with creating a sense of 

belongingness in team members. 

 

Building Trust 

 Trust is conceptualized by Sako (1992) as having confidence in another person 

that “the other behaves or responds in a predictable and mutually acceptable manner” (p. 

37). Furthermore, Sako (1992) identifies three intrinsic components to build and maintain 

trust among exchange partners, which apply to high-performance teams. Contractual 

trust is the expectation that someone, specifically an exchange partner, will keep their 

promises. Competence trust is confidence in another’s competence (abilities) or 

professional standard in carrying out specific tasks. Finally, goodwill trust is the 

confidence that an exchange partner will exhibit a genuine commitment to supporting and 

continuing the focal exchange relationship (Sako, 1992). The interview quotes that follow 

illustrate those components of trust explicated by Sako (1992). 

The same question was asked to all twenty-six participants, “how do you build 

trust?” Their responses to this question were all very similar across the military's two 
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branches and the five units they represented. Since they do not perform operations 

together regularly, it was determined that they are very well aligned in their beliefs 

because this is who they are, and this is what has enabled them to reach the level of high-

performance that they have been able to achieve. These are the themes that emerged from 

the multiple levels of coding performed by the researcher in NVivo. A more detailed 

layout of these themes may be found in Table 3. 
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Building Trust in SOF Teams with Proficiency 

“Trust is earned through proficiency in what you’re responsible for...it starts with 

proficiency in the workplace and then from there you continue to build trust through 

personal interactions” (SOCOM 10). Many operators defined proficiency as “being a 

subject matter expert in your area of responsibility” (SOCOM 22). Like Sako (1992), 

‘proficiency’ in this context refers to a team member’s competence in achieving specific 

outcomes or exhibiting certain professional standards. The selection process ensures that 
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each operator has a minimum level of competency, but each must still demonstrate that 

“they can back up what they say and do.” (SOCOM 4). Therefore, contractual trust 

becomes integral because team members must demonstrate that they can keep their 

promises and build necessary confidence among team members in their abilities to 

perform. "You want to bring some sort of knowledge or expertise that can be leveraged 

for the overall success of the mission” (SOCOM 11). Proficiency is essential to the 

operators because they need to trust that each person on the team will perform their job 

successfully to succeed, and no lives will be lost.  

They also need to understand how to adapt and anticipate each other’s adaptation 

to not hurt each other or jeopardize the mission. Therefore, goodwill trust must be 

exhibited by team members. Team members must demonstrate a genuine commitment to 

the mission and to each other to foster and maintain trust. 

The idea of teams is that individuals are better as many than they are alone. Many 

of the operators expressed the belief that when proficiency is high, trust is high and the 

probability of success increases. “Your ability to perform is inherently impacted by how 

well you know your job, and then that affects how much we trust you” (SOCOM 9). 

Proficiency is achieved through training and repetition. SOCOM 12 stated that it takes 

roughly 10,000 hours for humans to achieve muscle memory; therefore, the more they 

can train and do the repetitive tasks necessary in combat, the more proficient they will be. 

Curious to understand where this number came from, the researcher located a study 

performed by Ericsson, Krampe, and Tesch-Römer (1993) that stated pianists at age 

twenty typically require 10,000 hours, over ten years, to achieve the muscle memory 

needed to achieve elite performance.  
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The competency required to build trust amongst a SOF HPT will lead to the 

implicit or explicit knowledge that the team members have the same unwavering 

commitment to whatever goal has been set forth as a team. Naim and Lenka (2017) found 

that team members' competencies were an underlying causal mechanism to building 

affective team commitment. Behavioral integrity drives performance and organizational 

citizenship behaviors through perceived trust in and satisfaction with other team members 

and an affective commitment to the organization or team (Dineen, Lewicki, & 

Tomlinson, 2006; Palanski et al., 2011; Simons, 2002). Behavioral integrity is 

conceptualized as “the perceived degree of congruence between the values expressed by 

words and those expressed through action. It is the perceived level of match or mismatch 

between the espoused and the enacted.” (Simons, 2002). 

Without integrity, you will not exhibit competence; therefore, you will not be 

trusted by your teammates. Integrity is vital, as no one will tell you what to do and where 

to be every hour of the day. The operator needs to be where they are supposed to be and 

be fully prepared for what they will be doing. There is no micro-managing in SOF; the 

operator must be reliable and trusted that they would follow the rules. SOF rules are in 

place because “if we do not follow the rules, then people could die” (SOCOM 12). Many 

of the basic tasks, or tasks not requiring the team to complete, are the operator's 

responsibility to complete when they get to a SOF team. Not accomplishing these critical 

tasks will jeopardize the team's trust and get you removed from the team.  

Attitude  

Attitude was described by most of the operators as having a particular mindset 

that most people don’t have. Operators have the “will to live, will to kill, will to never 
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quit, and the will to make the ultimate sacrifice” (SOCOM (18). During the interviews, 

there had to be some follow-up and digging to understand what this mindset was. The 

common answer to the question was that operators need to have the “I’ll die before I 

quit” (SOCOM 25) mindset, the will never to quit, to have grit. Duckworth, Peterson, 

Matthews, and Kelly (2007) define grit as the perseverance and passion for long-term 

goals, which entails working strenuously toward challenges, maintaining effort and 

interest over the years despite failure, adversity, and plateaus in progress. Operators must 

be self-disciplined to achieve an attitude conducive to success. Self-discipline allows 

operators to maintain an appropriate attitude toward their team members and the goals of 

the team. However, “The military does not make you disciplined; they require discipline; 

you choose to be disciplined” (SOCOM 25). “At the end of the day, you are responsible 

for your own performance” (SOCOM 11). Therefore, it appears that discipline is an 

antecedent of developing an attitude conducive to success in SOFs. 

The operators agreed that you could not build trust with those who do not have a 

positive attitude; one needs to have a positive attitude to build trust. This positive attitude 

was referred to as not classifying yourself as a victim; no one will rescue you; you have 

to push actively and improve your performance to save yourself. “You must train and 

perform to who you want to be, not who you are” (SOCOM 24). You should not use the 

fact that your teammate is willing to risk his life for yours as a crutch. You should be able 

to change your perspective on situations and obstacles and take control of your mind. For 

example, stress is an internally created force; it is a choice; we can wake up and choose to 

carry around a pound of bricks or put them down and move on.  
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The most vital thing we have is the force of will as a human being. The will to die 

is the will that allows us to kill; we cannot win the battle unless we have the will to kill. 

The mission may not require one shot to be fired, but that will need to be present in all of 

us, the will to never quit, and the will to make the ultimate sacrifice. If you believe in 

what you are doing, then the will is there, and then victory is always possible. “We do not 

trust those that cut corners; we trust those that take the long hard way because it is the 

right way” (SOCOM 4).  

Self-discipline comes from within; an outside force does not create it. The 

operators all agreed that they could not trust anyone without self-discipline. To be 

trusted, one needs to take ownership rather than blaming other people because that will 

never fix the issue. Excuses are lies that we tell ourselves to water things down to justify 

not doing them, that does not build trust. You must “do the things that will make you 

faster, stronger, smarter, healthier” (SOCOM 24). Trust is based on self-discipline, 

competence, and a sense of commitment.  

Humility 

According to Tangney (2000), “humility is a rich, multifaceted construct that 

entails an accurate assessment of one's characteristics, an ability to acknowledge 

limitations, and a forgetting of the self.” (p. 70). Team members that exhibit humility 

create cohesion by limiting self-interest and focusing on how to best benefit the group 

(Tangney, 2000). There is no room for anyone to show up with an inflated ego. “When 

people feel like they’re a valued member of a team, they’re going to work hard, and 

they’re going to do what needs to be done, they are going to go above and beyond” 

(SOCOM 5). Everyone says please and thank you to demonstrate respect and foster a 
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sense of belongingness. “When morale is high, people work harder” (SOCOM 20). High 

morale equals high performance. The operators all stated that being humble is the way to 

build trust, having an open mind to learn from everyone, regardless of rank. Everyone on 

the team can contribute, with the safety that they will not be ridiculed or belittled. 

Teammates do not just tell each other what they want to hear, and they also do not just 

tell each other to do tasks without explaining why that task needs to be completed. If the 

team members know why the task needs to be completed and have each other’s trust, they 

can improvise during combat when things do not go as planned, which gives the team the 

best chance at a successful mission. 

Humility is also essential when it comes to the enemy. The minute an operator 

loses respect for the enemy, they are exposed to being killed. Humility will help guard 

against complacency and overconfidence or being cocky. "It goes back to that grit and 

determination. Operators “are never satisfied with the status quo because that’s how 

people die; they get complacent" (SOCOM 11). "Complacency kills – success is the 

worst breeder of complacency” (SOCOM 25). Not only does it get the person killed, but 

it kills the trust in the person by the team. “Sometimes success can be the worst breeder 

for complacency, the minute you think you are going to win, your mindset weakens, and 

you lose” (SOCOM 16).  

Values 

Honor was mentioned a lot concerning values. Having honor was a prerequisite 

required for trust, as stated by the majority of the operators. They referred to having 

honor as “being authentic and living up to your values in everything you do” (SOCOM 

8), conducting yourself in the highest ethical manner. Be honest and truthful, and always 



 

 
 

84 

communicate openly, whether with an innovative idea or bad news. “Do not look for pats 

on the back, show up and be the best teammate you can be, because it is what you want to 

do and because it is the right thing to do” (SOCOM 18). 

Having a moral set of core values aligned with those of the team, unit, and 

military helps build trust among team members and creates affective commitment. The 

operators all shared very similar values before joining the military (see Table 2). When 

asked if their values had changed since enlistment, they all responded with no; 

holistically, they did not change. However, fourteen stated their values were fine-tuned, 

and 12 stated their values were amplified. Between all 26 operators, four values added 

after enlistment were: (a) lead by example, (b) hold others to higher standards, (c) put 

your team/teammates first, and (d) don’t lower my standards. Team members' value 

congruence is common in high-performing teams and deepens team members' resolve, 

yielding both trust and affective commitment (Zhang & Bloemer, 2011).  

The operator’s values are usually well solidified when they arrive at a SOF team. 

A mixture of these common core values shown in Table 2 is generally necessary to 

complete all of the prerequisites required to be assigned to one of these HPTs. Not 

everyone will have exactly all of the same core values, but everyone must have the ability 

to relax a personal value to adopt the team value necessary to complete the mission.  

Usually, the relaxation of a personal value is just changing one’s perception of 

that value. For example, if one has a strong Christian faith and is committed to honoring 

the Ten Commandments. One of the Ten Commandments is “thou shall not kill”, but the 

operator may have to take a human life to complete the mission. The perspective in which 

that operator defines “thou shall not kill” will enable them to adapt, complete the mission, 
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and kill if necessary. The trust needs to be there that the operator will follow through with 

the mission and the team's values.  

With honor came duty, a duty to yourself, and duty to your team. Combining the 

definition of duty given by all of the operator’s duties is doing what has inherent value, 

standing up against something wrong, protecting a friend from harm, putting forth your 

best effort, and doing the little things correctly. Duty is if not me then who…. why is it 

someone else’s job, don’t ask others to do what you won’t do yourself (SOCOM 23). 

Duty is not the guy that half-asses, the man who skates by, treats the minimum standard 

as his maximum effort is not the right man for SOF, we want the guy that puts every 

ounce of effort into everything he does; anything less is a failure even if the mission gets 

completed (SOCOM 25). 

Motivation 

According to Clark (2003), motivation is a process that initiates and sustains goal-

directed performance. Motivation energizes creative thinking, fuels enthusiasm, and 

influences positive emotional reactions to work. Motivation generates the mental effort 

that is necessary to maximize our knowledge and skills. Without motivation, even the 

most capable person will refuse to work hard. Motivation aids us in converting intention 

into action. With motivation, we can overcome any challenge while maintaining the 

highest standards of personal conduct and decency. Many of the operators equated 

courage with the construct of motivation. "During combat, you have to rely on one 

another because all you have is each other, you rely on one another, and that helps build 

trust and accomplish the mission" (SOCOM 4). “Courage is when you keep your head 

down, keep moving forward, and no matter what never quit, because you are about to go 
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to war for the first time in your life, and the enemy is all your doubts, all your fears; and 

everyone back home that told you, you weren’t good enough to do this (SOCOM 18). 

Motivated operators in military teams exhibit courage because those who lack courage 

will panic, and panic will get you or someone else hurt because panic is contagious.  

“We are all being tested in life, SOF is one test you cannot cheat on, you have to 

face it head-on, suck it up and just do it, you have to be hardcore” (SOCOM 24). 

Operators try to be everything they possibly can be, the best they possibly can be, better 

than they were yesterday, better than other people thought they could be. That motivation 

to succeed leads to victory. One victory no one can ever take away is a victory earned 

every day by determination, will, and discipline. Those that can elevate others to levels of 

greatness on the team are the ones we trust. Dedication and loyalty to the team's 

greatness, not just to themselves, there is no room for self-preservation in SOF.  

According to Bandura and Schunk (1981), self-motivation “relies on the 

intervening processes of goal-setting and self-evaluative reactions to one’s own 

behavior.” (p. 586). By doing your share in attempting to achieve goals, you show your 

loyalty to your unit and your team and build trust. Bearing true faith and allegiance, 

believing in and devoting yourself to your unit, team, and mission. Operators stressed the 

importance of achieving self-directed goals despite the perception of impossibility. 

Nothing is impossible, but it can be challenging; it is the little victories that lead to 

winning the battle. “If you believe in what you are doing and the will is there, then 

victory is always possible” (SOCOM 21).  

Self-motivating goals are those that one measure against their own standards, not 

the standards set by someone else. There are people in the world who will have skills and 
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strength that we will not have. Despite limitations, operators stressed the importance of 

not giving up and understanding and accepting one’s limitations through self-evaluative 

reflection. We just need to be the best versions of ourselves that we can be; the smartest, 

fastest, and strongest. How close can I get to that greatness, and elevate those around me 

to get to that greatness?  

Summary of Building Trust 

The twenty-six operators interviewed all agreed that there is no definitive timeline 

that dictates when trust is built. They did, however, agree that there were predetermined 

milestones that, when reached, would solidify trust. These milestones were very 

consistent with the characteristics displayed in this section. They all agreed that it takes 

time to build trust fully, but they also agree that no one is starting at ground zero. They 

have made it through all of the requirements to make it to the SOF team, which affords 

the new team member a certain level of trust, but that trust will have to be strengthened 

and then maintained. 

  

Maintaining Trust 

Once trust is built amongst the members of the HPT, it must be maintained. To 

better understand how trust is maintained, the twenty-six operators were asked the 

question, “how do you maintain trust?”. Seventy-three percent of the operators said, “the 

same way you build it”. The researcher asked a lot of off-script questions to dig deeper 

into this response. The simple high-level answers were that trust was maintained based on 

how members continued to perform during training and combat. Operators spend at least 

five days a week together when training in garrison (the main post area where their 
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headquarters is) and twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, when training in the 

field and when deployed downrange in combat. In other words, except for eating in the 

mess hall and sleeping in their beds at night, operators spend all of their waking hours 

together. "You are always with these people, like when I say always it's always, you 

cannot get away from them if you wanted to" (SOCOM 11). The coding structure and 

themese demonstrated in Table 4 are explained in more detail in this section.  
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To Suffer Together is to Grow Together 

As operators, they are pushing the limits constantly and continually challenging 

each other to push the limits. “The more we push each other, the more trust we gain 

through one another (SOCOM 10). Each wants to get better as an individual and have 

their team continue to trust them. As part of SOF, each goes to bed late, gets up early, and 

grinds every minute in between. Trust is built amongst the operators because they have a 

shared experience together. “Everyone has a terrible story, and we all lived through it 

together" (SOCOM 11). There is a common language of suffering and joy that only these 

elite military people know. “They do as much as they possibly can together; “to suffer 



 

 
 

90 

together means to grow together” (SOCOM 11). Team members must be selfless as 

sometimes you have to get uncomfortable to make someone else on the team more 

comfortable. “After all, it is better to both be a little uncomfortable than one very 

uncomfortable and the other not uncomfortable at all” (SOCOM 2). “Operators don’t go 

looking for inspiration, inspiration is found inside – it is found in the suffering and the 

suck” (SOCOM 23). 

There is a saying amongst the operator community that stems from their training 

to qualify for the teams, “don’t quit today, quit tomorrow” (SOCOM 24). The phrase is a 

reminder that whatever you are experiencing is only a moment of weakness or self-pity 

and that it will pass. Operators are constantly reminded that their bodies will want to quit 

at only ~50% output because, as human beings, we don’t like to be uncomfortable.  

Operators are taught that they should never quit but should let their minds take them to 

optimal performance or ~85%. It is always “mind over matter”. Research supports that 

psychological aspects can lead to physical performance increases in athletes 

(Kalasountas, Reed, & Fitzpatrick, 2007). Another research study found a significant 

increase in muscle work during the placebo effect and a decrease in perceived muscle 

fatigue (Pollo, Carlino, & Benedetti, 2008). The experiment underscores the role of 

learning in increasing muscle performance (Pollo et al., 2008). The European Journal of 

Neuroscience’s article does not verify the operators’ comments on ~50% and~ 85%, but 

it does verify that if you are told certain things and believe them to be true, you can push 

your muscles harder. However, there needs to be that trust, that faith among members 

that if push came to shove, each would put themselves at material risk to get another out 

of danger and vice-versa.  
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The Willingness to Experience Failure 

When there is trust amongst the team, no one is afraid to fail, and the team’s 

performance is enhanced. The team members and the team cannot grow unless they try 

new unconventional warfare, which naturally means failure. Having the guts to fail 

means checking your ego at the door and going out there and doing something that, 

whether you pass or fail, will make everyone better. “If you are not failing, then you are 

not trying” (SOCOM 26).  

 As operators, each team member must know what the other members are saying 

without speaking and even sometimes thinking without asking. Failure leads to high 

communication levels, and while it may sometimes be a slow process, it is a great 

learning tool. Operators fail, but they get up, own it, learn why they failed, and fix it; they 

are always moving forward; they do not harp on it. “There needs to be no shame in 

failing, but if you fail it needs to tear you up inside and motivate you to get better” 

(SOCOM 22). “You have to own your losses and defeats. You fall down, get back up, 

and keep fighting” (SOCOM 19). 

As operators within a trusting HPT, there are no excuses because excuses are like 

lies. Operators always take the hard road and skip the shortcuts. That’s how the members 

and the team get better. Operators do not rest on their laurels. They never say, “well, this 

is the way we have always done it” (SOCOM 12). They challenge themselves and their 

teammates to stay fluid. Operators have no problem changing the rules if the 

circumstances require it, but they know that everyone must follow the rules. Having the 

guts to fail requires a high level of respect, respect for each other, the team, and the 

process. Operators respect each other as teammates, and then they respect each other as 
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people, regardless of rank; that is where the real trust is built. Rank is only important for 

formal military gatherings outside of the unit. Without a high level of respect, individuals 

on the team will not have the guts to fail. To gain respect and foster trust, members must 

form a relationship that goes beyond just work. As you become a part of SOF, the other 

groups learn who you are. It is a small community where your reputation will follow you 

everywhere you go, so always be authentic. “Do not be the in case of war break glass 

kind of guy on the team, be the team member that is always there no matter what, and the 

trust will be strong” (SOCOM 11).  

Self-discipline 

Self-discipline was a word that came up continuously throughout all of the 

interviews. “Self-discipline is doing what will make you faster, smarter, stronger, and 

healthier. The military requires discipline. They do not give it to you” (SOCOM 24). All 

operators are required to do a certain amount of training on their own, and it must get 

done if they want to stay proficient and remain an asset to the team. “At the end of the 

day, you are responsible for your own performance” (SOCOM 11). The consensus among 

all operators was that no one else holds them accountable for completing required tasks. 

Instead, they must hold themselves accountable by having self-discipline. One operator 

said that as a leader if he keeps his team members accountable, he is demonstrating poor 

leadership (SOCOM 14). Instead, the members of his team should be trusted to do the 

right thing and do what is necessary for the mission's success. Another operator believed 

that “most days we are not motivated, driven or hungry, but we have to honor the 

commitment to our self to be the best version of our self - that’s self-discipline" (SOCOM 

25). 
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“With motivation, you go forward into the fray or into the heat of the battle where 

victory is forged” (SOCOM 17). "Being consistent and keeping a clear head and doing 

what needs to be done" (SOCOM 4). As operators, everyone is a leader; you must be 

motivated to provide a motive, a reason why you are asking your team to do something. 

When providing the motive, explain to your teammates why something must be done, 

how it will help them or the team, and why they should continue to push forward. "Self-

discipline is the will to do the job that no one else wants to do" (SOCOM 23). Trust is 

built as the team members push each other to be better, not trying to gain personal 

success but to get everyone up one level. This enhancement requires members to call 

each other out and push each other to the next level in a competitive but respectful 

manner.  

Motivation causes overdrive; it is something that is learned. It is a hard lesson that 

allows you to go the extra distance and dig a little bit deeper. It takes two opposing forces 

to bring it to life – emotion and logic – to reach your max potential and go beyond your 

limits. Emotion and logic will reach their limitations, and one will fail, then you rely on 

the other one. When it doesn’t make logical sense, you use emotions - anger and fear. 

When emotion fails, and you think you will break, you need to override that with 

concrete logic and the willpower that says we will not stop. In the balance of these two, 

you find the guts to say, “I will not stop!” 

Self-discipline includes the ability to control your emotions by regulating yourself 

for the sake of improvement. “Operators are taught that emotion must be removed from 

the decision-making process and that their initial reaction is the wrong reaction. They 

must take a second, make an informed decision and respond. They must never 
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react” (SOCOM 20). Operators who are disciplined enough to respond with a clear head 

are trusted, and those that react cannot be trusted. Disciplined response in the face of 

adversity manifests trust, “you will either fail or be forged by the way you respond to 

adversity” (SOCOM 21).  

Self-discipline requires consistency. Operators must be consistent in learning, 

making good decisions, acting under pressure, becoming more versatile to the team by 

learning new skills, and remaining tactically proficient. Being self-disciplined leads to 

proficiency, builds trust, and being self-disciplined to remain consistently proficient 

maintains that trust.  

Resilience 

All twenty-six operators described resilience as “to train as you fight”. The idea 

behind this is that the more realistic and closer to combat the training is, the more 

prepared the operators will be for combat. "Never rest on your laurels, well this is the 

way we have always done it” (SOCOM 16). Training like you fight requires everyone to 

give 100% and train at the speed at which they would fight. One of the operators stated, 

“the more you sweat in training, the less you bleed in combat, train like you fight” 

(SOCOM 8). “Complacency kills – success is the worst breeder of complacency” 

(SOCOM 25). 

“If you want to find out if someone is truly resilient and want to trust them on an 

HPT; ask them what they are responsible for? If they respond with people’s names or 

material items, they are not truly resilient” (SOCOM 8). “Resilient people are responsible 

for their thoughts, the way they breathe, when you take control of things, and the way 

you control them, this will actually help you expand and control more and build power” 
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(SOCOM 8). Not sweating the small stuff, not being a follower, instead of being a doer. 

“We are high performing because we initiate action – not just talk about and think about 

it” (SOCOM 25). Not just doing what is assigned or carrying out orders, it is taking deep 

ownership in the task that needs to be completed. If not, you will just walk away or quit 

when it gets complicated. It is not making the person giving the order responsible. You 

need to be responsible for your own actions and the result of those actions; not just doing 

what you are told.  

To be resilient, you must possess fortitude and perseverance, or the will to 

continue on and not let up. Never be satisfied with the status quo, never be complacent, 

never get used to winning, always stay hungry, and always go above and beyond. "It goes 

back to that grit and determination. You are never satisfied with the status quo because 

that’s how people die. They get complacent" (SOCOM 11). Resilience means taking care 

of your team and your teammates how you want them to take care of you, no matter what 

the circumstance. Fortitude brings into play courage, similar to what the operators 

discussed in building trust, but with courage, you maintain the trust through adversity. 

Perseverance is similar in meaning, you are going to continue on no matter how bad it 

gets, and sometimes it can get terrible, but that is where the comradery comes in knowing 

that your teammates are there, if and when you need them. 

Summary of Maintaining Trust 

  When it comes to maintaining trust, it was a very similar discussion to building 

trust, but the operators provided some key characteristics that differentiate the two. 

Despite all the planning and preparation, sometimes it does not happen as you planned 

when it is time to enter into the fray. Time is constant, and as you are planning, life is 
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continuing to happen. In that case, all you will have is your self-discipline, will, and 

teammates, and if you were able to build the level of trust necessary to perform at the 

highest level, and you believe in what you are doing, then victory shall happen.  

 

What Prevents Trust 

After hearing the operators' responses on how they built and maintained trust 

within their unit, the researcher asked some questions around leadership and process to 

understand whether the military’s process or leadership had any influence on building 

and maintaining trust. These items will be explained in the unexpected findings a little 

later in Chapter 4. Here is where the researcher wanted to validate the characteristics that 

build and maintain trust by asking the question, “what prevents the building of trust?”. 

Table 5 and the responses below are essentially the converse of the characteristics that 

build and maintain trust. 
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Lack of Self-discipline 

When operators rationalize to take the easy road, cut corners or lie to themselves, 

and water down what needs to be done so they can easily swallow the excuse, it hinders 

the trust-building process (SOCOM 17). “If you blame others, then you have no 
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discipline” (SOCOM 24). Blaming others and failing to take responsibility also prevent 

trust-building. A lack of self-discipline is often accompanied by self-preservation. Some 

operators join the unit to elevate their position, usually to gain a promotion. Self-

preserving operators are not trusted because their focus is on themselves rather than their 

team. The missions that operators run require the military and the rest of the U.S. to trust 

them, and if an operator cannot operate in the gray without crossing the line, they cannot 

be trusted.  

Unreliability 

All of the operators agreed that “if you can’t be trusted to perform your job, then 

you cannot be trusted” (SOCOM 13). In addition to stealing or lying, operators 

considered incompetent individuals unreliable because they put others at risk. “Unreliable 

people dwell on mistakes because they use them as excuses. Excuses typically lead to 

bigger mistakes and increases the likelihood that someone will get hurt” (SOCOM 

14). "If you cannot perform your basic duties or the abilities that are expected of you, 

then somebody else has to carry the weight, and that breaks the bond" (SOCOM 6). "If 

you do something that is going to impact someone else's life or well-being, that’s a good 

way for me to lose trust in you" (SOCOM 9).  

The operators also considered the lack of transparency as being unreliable. These 

individuals give off the feeling that they are hiding something or trying to keep things to 

themselves. Withholding information is a fast way to lose trust. The operators spend so 

much time together that they know when information is being withheld. They consider 

unreliable operators to have a hidden agenda. 
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Lack of Motivation 

Motivation is contagious, and if there is an operator on the team that is not 

motivated, he will stand right out, and the rest of the team is not going to trust them. SOF 

does not want “people who are ok being the lowest common denominator" (SOCOM 11). 

“If you suck, the team will do anything to help you not suck, do not be ok with sucking” 

(SOCOM 12). You cannot just turn on passion or the desire to execute a task. It has to be 

who you are and a part of your core values. “SOF is not just a job; it’s a way of life” 

(SOCOM 23). "Anyone can be average; SOF isn't for just anyone" (SOCOM 17). 

Arrogance 

Arrogance is one of the fastest ways to be removed from the SOF teams. There is 

just no tolerance for operators that show up with big egos and are cocky. This type of 

attitude usually gets identified and managed out during the selection process, but an 

operator or two has made it through the process having this negative characteristic. Ego 

leads to a lack of humility, leading to complacency and getting you or your team killed. 

“Big egos fall hard in SOF. Everyone here is highly trained and the best at what they do” 

(SOCOM 13). “You have to be ok with being taught, let's just be real men have to be 

taught, like children” (SOCOM 20). 

 

Culture That Enables Trust to be Built and Maintained 

Transparency 

A transparent culture fosters trust as shown in the coding structure establish in 

Table 6. Operators must be transparent with each other, and while not necessary, 

transparency from leadership outside of the unit also helps. A transparent culture is one 
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of honesty and no secrets or hidden agendas. Operators share the good and the bad with 

everyone on the team. Transparent cultures focus on solving problems that unify the team 

and get them to trust and grow organically. A transparent culture will enable the team to 

perform at the highest level, not because they have to or are told to, but because they 

want to. "Being transparent and communicating properly, so there is no room for question 

or doubt" (SOCOM 5). “When you aren't transparent, that’s when people start doubting 

and questioning you” (SOCOM 5).  
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Communication 

Two-way communication in an open and trusting environment is absolutely 

essential to build and maintain trust and the team's performance. "You have to be able to 

trust your men, but with that, you have to give them clear directions and guidance" 

(SOCOM 1). Communication needs to flow up and down the ranks, not just from the top 

down. Everyone on the team is treated the same no matter their rank, and everyone has a 

valued voice. "You have to be able to walk into a brief or a debrief, and it doesn’t matter 

if you’re a brand-new Lieutenant or a General, everybody’s a team member, and we can 

talk open and honest” (SOCOM 11). Everyone speaks the same language on the team and 

understands each other, sometimes without even speaking. With communication, we can 

create effective action because everyone has a shared background and experience. “If you 

need to change the rules, change them but make sure everyone understands them” 

(SOCOM 20). 

Respect 

The team's relationships go beyond work. Team members respect each other as 

people first, then teammates. Rank is for formal military gatherings outside of the unit. 

"Usually, your reputation will get to a place before you do. It will always precede you" 

(SOCOM 9). Most bonds are built outside of work over drinks telling stories. "We have 

to have true personal respect for each other for the team to develop real trust, not just 

rank or because we are on the same team" (SOCOM 15). “No one wants to work for a 

jerk. Bosses say please and thank you just to show you respect and let you know you are 

part of the team. When morale is high, people work harder” (SOCOM 20). “How am I 

going to trust someone I don’t respect” (SOCOM 14). 
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Summary of Trust 

As shown in this section, there is a definite inverse relationship between what the 

operators felt was needed to build and maintain trust and prevent trust. “War makes you 

jaded. You see that human beings can be abhorrent creatures. You begin to question if 

there is any good at all. It can become dark, especially when it is your job to grow that 

darkness. Having a team that you trust helps shed some light into this darkness and takes 

away the suck’ (SOCOM 19). “Show up as yourself and don’t think you have to impress 

anyone or feel like you will be judged, we all have baggage and stories. We are all more 

similar than you think” (SOCOM 14). It is having that “Implicit or explicit knowledge 

that the team members have the same unwavering commitment to whatever goal the team 

has set forth to accomplish the mission” (SOCOM 11).  

 

Unexpected Findings 

It is shown all through the research that trust in leadership is necessary for high-

performance teams. For example, Schaubroeck et al. (2007) state that members’ trust in 

their leaders is critical for effective team performance. After speaking with the twenty-six 

operators, they all stated that this was not necessarily the case. Some operators stated that 

a lack of trust in leadership could lead to the team being closer and more trusting. While 

there was trust in leadership at the unit level, it was pretty consistent that operators did 

not trust leadership outside of the unit. Operators were asked, “why do you trust your 

leadership, and why don’t you trust your leadership?”  From their responses, the 
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following themes emerged: getting caught up in politics, having a hidden agenda, and 

lack of experience.  

 

Why Don’t You Trust Your Leadership? 

Politics 

Typically, the higher the rank, the more political individuals become. “High-

ranking officers have to play the political game to stay there or get ahead. They focus less 

on men and more on politics” (SOCOM 15). “Leadership outside the unit seems to be 

more focused on personal success and promotion than what is best for the men, the units, 

or their teams” (SOCOM 15). The military promotion system can influence leaders to 

focus on the men in the field and onto themselves and their agendas. Leaders who are 

caught up in politics have no problem withholding information from the team and can be 

dishonest in some cases. These types of leaders typically do join their team in the field 

and are always in the position of being right. They cannot be corrected if they make a 

mistake, and they have no problem lying to deflect attention off of them. Sometimes they 

even blame their subordinates in the field.  

“The more you walk away from accountability, the weaker you become” 

(SOCOM 18). “Self-discipline is called ownership and not blaming other people” 

(SOCOM 19). 

Hidden Agenda 

“Military leaders can be cut-throat and backstabbing since they are often 

concerned with getting promoted or getting themselves set up for where they will be 

assigned next” (SOCOM 11). Leaders are often rotated in and out every two or three 
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years, or sooner if promoted. Sometimes leaders will succumb to the "yes man" mentality 

to get to the next level, get the assignment, or get to the duty station they want. These 

underlying motivations inhibit trust-building by members within the unit. “Senior leaders 

will do whatever it takes to get the easy job like instructor or something non-deployable 

before they retire” (SOCOM 21).    

Lack of Experience 

Most young officers that are assigned to the team have not had the experience that 

the enlisted ranks or NCOs have had. It’s hard to trust new officers with no experience 

that think they know everything (SOCOM 26). Nevertheless, they are put in leadership 

positions over operators who have much more experience. Some of these officers get 

assigned to SOF teams despite not having the five or more years’ experience that enlisted 

operators have. Some of these inexperienced leaders have never been in combat before. 

This lack of experience can inhibit the trust-building process, but it does not under all 

circumstances prevent it. Inexperienced leaders who show mutual respect for the NCOs 

are trusted and can help them achieve more. Those who do not show respect are not 

valued, and the team will plan and train without their leader's involvement. "A lot of 

officers come out of the Academy and think just because they went to the Academy. 

They know more than the NCOs that have been here for ten years. I don’t trust new 

officers with no experience that think they know everything" (SOCOM 26). "I don’t trust 

people that get to the team just before a deployment and haven't been to combat before" 

(SOCOM 17). 
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Why Do You Trust Your Leadership? 

Ability 

Operators trust leaders who can handle criticism, no matter where it is coming 

from, because the focus is always on getting better as a whole. When everyone on the 

team has a voice, people are free to offer up ideas without the fear of being ridiculed or 

stepped on. Leaders with a great amount of experience are typically viewed as quality 

leaders. They are strong mentors and can teach members of the team new skills and/or 

help them strengthen existing ones. Experienced leaders are selfless and lead with 

professional development and the safety of their men at the forefront “consistency is 

better than intensity” (SOCOM 22). The honesty and transparency demonstrated by these 

types of leaders allow them to be easily trusted since they typically exhibit the same 
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characteristics as the team and its members. “These types of leaders explain why and how 

to their men so that they continue to fight” (SOCOM 17). 

“Leaders I trust explain to the team why and how it will help us and why we 

should continue to fight, this type of engagement only happens at the unit or team level” 

(SOCOM 17). “Good leaders have the ability to breed confidence which creates trust, and 

training with your leaders builds confidence, trust in yourself and trust in your team” 

(SOCOM 12). 

Mentorship 

"The closer to the unit level, the more important trust in leadership is" (SOCOM 

11). Leaders need to be able to teach and develop their teams. The leaders who put their 

people in positions that they would succeed at and could help build their team members' 

weaknesses seemed to be the leaders that the operators trusted most. “Trusting your men 

to do the right thing, give them guidance or corrective guidance when they need it, but be 

hands-off as a leader” (SOCOM 1). “The leaders at the unit level have the mindset of – 

the better you are, the better I am” (SOCOM 16). 

Transparent 

“In order to be trusted as a leader, you need complete candor and transparency, 

and this usually did not occur at the division level and above, only at the unit or battalion 

level” (SOCOM 11). Leaders should share everything, the good and the bad. The leaders 

who believed in what they are doing believe that belief would make its way down the 

ranks and lead to trust in leadership. “Trusted leaders share information because they 

believe so much in what you are doing – then everyone else believes in it” (SOCOM 12).  
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Does Military Process Influence Trust? 

The majority of the operators said that there is some level of trust that new 

operators have when they arrive at the team. This initial trust comes from the selection 

process. Those individuals who do not have a minimum level of proficiency and self-

discipline are weeded out. However, every one of the operators agreed that the military 

process itself does not solidify trust and that while it can create work trust, it does not 

build deep personal trust. The operators agreed that you can teach people skills, but you 

cannot teach people to trust you. Trust must be built. One of the operators said it best 

when he stated, “we can all trust the process, but shit happens, and since the process 

won’t be there in combat, you have to trust the people outside of the process.” (SOCOM 
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15). A number of the operators also commented about the process being in place for 

structure, training, and setting expectations, not building trust.  

 

Does Military Culture Influence Trust? 

The operators were unanimous in stating that U.S. military culture does not 

influence trust. “It’s not the culture of the army that creates the trust. It’s the unity of the 

team” (SOCOM 1). Instead, it is the unit's culture or even just the culture of the team that 

influences trust. Many of the operators had been assigned to different SOF units before 

the one they were currently in, and they said the culture was different, moving from unit 

to unit and team to team. The military demands a certain level of professionalism and 

respect, but if the person is not a good person, there will not be any trust built. It does not 

matter what rank they are or what the military says their values are; a bad person is a bad 

person. Operators “must have true personal respect for each other for the team to develop 

real trust, not just rank or because we are on the same team” (SOCOM 15).  

 

Do SOF Operators Possess Something Unique? 

All of the operators agreed that they did not possess anything biologically that 

made them perform at higher levels than others. Instead, they all believed that they 

possessed the proficiency, motivation, self-discipline, and the will to perform at 

extraordinary levels. While each operator believed they were not biologically different 

from anyone else, they did believe that they, unlike many others, possessed the mental 

toughness that enabled them to push past the ~50% limit that our bodies are programmed 

to stop at. These operators possess the ability to get uncomfortable and push themselves 
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for the sake of something greater than themselves, a cause, and a group of people they 

believe in. “You are not going to get warm and fuzzy feelings every day doing what we 

do – that feeling ain’t going to come – you have to have the savage or animalistic 

mentality to get shit done” (SOCOM 25). 

The majority of the operators joined the military for the opportunity to accomplish 

something more. They all wanted to serve their country by fighting for what is right, fight 

for the freedoms that everyone should have and may not be able to fight for. They were 

all selfless and willing to make the ultimate sacrifice for what they believe in and the 

team members they serve with. They mentioned that many of the strongest and fastest did 

not make it through to the SOF teams because it takes physical strength and mental 

strength. The mental strength is what 81% of the operators believe separates them from 

the rest. 

 

Conclusion 

This section summarizes the grounded theory discovered for what builds and what 

maintains trust among SOF high-performance teams. There is one theory for each 

question that presented multiple themes. Through the coding process, the themes became 

the characteristics necessary to build trust and to maintain trust. Table 3 and Table 4 

explain the summaries found within each of the characteristics.  

When building trust, the characteristics that came out of the study were; 

proficiency, honor, humility, attitude, and courage. When talking about proficiency, the 

operators referred to a level of mastery that the team members needed to have to build 

trust. This mastery-level was achieved through the integrity, communication, and self-
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discipline necessary to become a reliable expert in your area of responsibility. Honor 

means that the operator shows up authentically, with strong core values that align with 

the team, and truthful and honest. Remaining humble and having humility meant never to 

let complacency set in, never expect to win or get used to winning, because then that will 

be the day you lose. Having the right attitude or “mindset,” as the operators referred to it 

as was the grit and resilience necessary to “die before you’ll quit”. Commit to yourself, 

the team, and the mission; respect yourself and each other, and then winning is inevitable. 

Along with the right attitude comes courage, having the mental and moral strength to do 

what is right. Courage is not the absence of fear. It is using and understanding fear, 

bearing true faith and allegiance, believing in, and devoting yourself to the mission and 

your team. 

Once trust is built amongst the team, now comes the part of maintaining the trust. 

These characteristics presented themselves during the research study; “experience the 

suck together”, have the guts to fail, consistency, motivation, and resilience. When the 

operators refer to “experience the suck” together, they are referring to shared elements 

through a gambit of life experiences that only military people can enjoy. They share a 

common language of joy and suffering that brings them close together. To maintain trust, 

the operators all said that you have to have the guts to fail. It takes a lot of training and 

repetition to get it right. It is a slow process and takes a lot of failing to succeed. 

Consistently demonstrating proficiency, making good decisions under pressure, constant 

learning, and the reinforcement of learning. This is achieved with the self-discipline 

required to build trust; the military does not make the operators disciplined. Self-
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discipline comes from within. To show up consistently, it takes motivation to always 

move forward, sometimes into the fray where it is hard, but it is where victory is forged.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

 

Summary of the Theory 

This section summarizes the grounded theory discovered relating to building and 

maintaining trust among SOF high-performance teams. There is one theory for each 

question that generated multiple themes. Through the coding process, these themes 

emerged as the characteristics necessary to build and maintain trust. Table 3 and Table 4 

explain the summaries found within each of these antecedents.  

The essence of the theory developed from this research is that for members of a 

high-performance team to build and maintain trust. The relationships must be developed 

beyond a base level of trust. The research detailed in the literature review shows that 

trustworthiness, which is a function of ability, benevolence, and integrity, leads to 

trust. However, this study demonstrates that building trust within high-performance teams 

requires that these members go beyond these base-level constructs. As explained earlier, 

trustworthiness is a function of ability, benevolence, and integrity. While trustworthiness 

does lead to the development of trust within the context of high-performing teams, there 

needs to be an extreme manifestation of these three constructs to build and maintain 

trust.  

While ability is typically equated with competence, mere competence is not 

enough in the context of high-performing teams. For SOFs, ability requires a mastery that 

goes beyond merely meeting a minimum skill set. It means mastering your area of 

responsibility in such a way that your team members can rely upon you to be consistent  
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and unwavering in the performance of your duties. Building this type of proficiency 

requires consistency and self-discipline. Operators must have the self-discipline 

necessary to become smarter, faster, and stronger. Each operator must have the will to be 

better than they were the day before and never quit.  

Benevolence in a SOF team goes well beyond just kindness. Operators must be 

willing to make the ultimate sacrifice for the team, the unit, each other, and the mission. 

Integrity is magnified by having honor and a strong adherence to a moral code that makes 

your character unbreakable, and never letting adversity take control, be forged by it. 

Maintaining trust within a SOF team requires the same level of extreme 

manifestation and consistency that building trust requires. Only through consistency, 

proficiency, self-discipline, grit, perseverance, resilience, and motivation can this elite, 

high-performing team accomplish extraordinary objectives. “Experiencing the suck 

together” is a military term that means the team members have shared the best and worst 

life experiences. It is a common language of suffering and joy that only these military 

operators can understand. It’s about going to bed late, getting up early, and grinding all of 

the time in between. Operators do it because they know that doing it makes each of them 

better, and in turn, the team can perform even better. It is about being better than you 

were yesterday. If it doesn’t “suck”, then operators don't do it. 

Maintaining trust also requires that members have the guts to fail. Operators 

understand that success is a slow process that is accomplished only through consistency 

and self-discipline. It requires the sort of proficiency that one acquires through repetition 

over days, weeks, and even months, or until members can communicate without words 

and respond automatically when plans and circumstances require it. There is a saying in 
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the SOF community, no plan survives first contact with the enemy. Resilient people 

succeed and recover quickly. Failures and setbacks aren’t permanent, so never give up. 

 

Implications for Theory 

This research has several implications for theory related to building and 

maintaining the type of trust needed for high-performing teams. Research shows that 

vulnerability and dependability are paramount to developing trust among military team 

members and that because vulnerability necessitates trust, one must be willing to be 

vulnerable to leaders or peers (Sweeney, 2007). However, the themes emerging from the 

grounded theory in this study suggest that the type of trust among SOF members has 

more to do with proficiency and dependability than it does with being vulnerable. 

Operators trust one another because each is highly proficient at their job and can be 

counted on to do whatever is necessary for the mission and the team. Trust within these 

elite high-performing teams is maintained and solidified by virtue of rigorous training 

and a continual desire to be better than they were the day before. Each operator knows 

that the other members have what it takes because each has “experienced the suck” 

together.  

Current research suggests that a team's performance level is significantly 

influenced by the level of trust between its team members (De Jong et al., 2016). 

However, research findings regarding trust are predominantly mixed and fragmented due 

to the number and variety of independent variables, contexts (Saunders et al., 2011), 

methodologies, and theories (Lyon et al., 2015; Möllering, 2006). A deeper 

understanding of the characteristics that build trust in SOF teams and their constructs and 
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a deeper understanding of the characteristics that maintain trust and their constructs 

should provide a better understanding of the factors influencing their success. These 

future studies will also help researchers understand which characteristics are successful 

from one type of team and which characteristics may not apply to other types of teams.  

There was a tight and explicit linkage between building trust and the 

characteristics of maintaining trust from the study. Building trust was more the 

demonstration of characteristics, and maintaining trust was more consistent with what 

was demonstrated to build the trust. Combining these characteristics' findings could 

contribute to a new area of literature or add to the already existing literature areas. Some 

examples of combined characteristics were proficiency and the consistency of 

proficiency, the demonstration of self-discipline and the consistency to maintain self-

discipline, the demonstration of core values and the consistent adherence to these core 

values, and the demonstration of resilience and the ability to maintain it.  

This study has shown that there could be the need for more extreme levels of trust 

in HPTs like SOF, where there is the potential risk of death. This study also has shown 

that the team takes on its own identity, the team has its own culture, and the team’s 

leadership is the only leadership that influences the team’s behaviors. It is also well 

published in the literature that the company culture and its leadership are instrumental in 

building trust and creative, effective teams.  

Trust should be viewed as multidimensional. The study illustrates the need to 

define some of the significant constructs further, especially when it comes to HPTs, to 

better understand their effects. Trust is a construct in which such multi-dimensional 

frameworks are in supply, and it can be divided using many different categorizations, for 
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example, affective (social) and cognitive (rational) trust. It appears that from this study of 

HPTs, the operators are both cognitively and affectively driven in terms of reciprocal 

emotional ties, concerns, and care between the trustee and the trustor, which push the 

latter to do something for the former because it is perceived as a moral duty (Wilson, 

Straus, & McEvily, 2006). Cognitive trust is defined in terms of expectations about 

others’ competence and reliability in performing essential actions that the trustor cannot 

monitor (Wilson et al., 2006).  

Adding unique constructs can further our understanding of trust in these types of 

teams. Other major constructs that should benefit from a similar approach in these kinds 

of studies are value (or benefit and cost) and power. The absence of some constructs in 

this study that literature has treated as key before, such as dependence, power, and 

culture, may require a re-examination of accepted understanding when it comes to HPTs. 

Their absence may be a result of lesser importance during the management of an 

established relationship than during the initiation stage of a relationship.  

 

Implications for Practice 

Today’s business world is highly competitive, and the increasing use of 

technology requires businesses to be innovative and adapt rapidly to an ever-changing 

landscape. To thrive and survive in today’s highly competitive world, businesses need 

high performing teams to remain innovative and stay ahead of the competition. This 

research provides the framework for managers to build and maintain the trust necessary 

to create these high-performance teams within their companies.  
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Being in the military is dangerous enough but volunteering to be a part of SOF 

carries increased risk and a heightened level of danger. These types of situations require 

an extreme level of trust, given the potential for casualties. Diminished trust, or a lack 

thereof, can jeopardize the unit, the team, and even the mission.  

The findings from the researcher’s investigation have the potential to expand the 

research literature that focuses both on trust and high-performance teams, not only within 

the military but also within other high-stress environments, i.e., law enforcement, fire 

rescue, emergency room trauma teams, and various other businesses in the private and 

public sector. The findings may also benefit the employees or members outside of the 

HPT that support these HPTs. Understanding how HPTs operate and what builds and 

maintains trust within these high-performing teams will have the potential to benefit 

mental health professionals, organizational behaviorists, industrial-organizational 

psychologists, as well as military instructors at the academies and training 

schools. Lastly, within companies, human resource professionals, managers, and leaders 

will establish systems and processes and influence culture based upon this research. 

The operators identified that proficiency, honor, humility, attitude, and courage 

were necessary to build trust; experiencing the suck together, having the guts to fail, 

consistency, motivation, and resilience were necessary to maintain trust. These findings 

can be used to write, rewrite, or eliminate policies pertaining to trust. The basic building 

blocks of trust may not be necessary to build the type of trust needed for an extremely 

high-performance team. New training and selection processes that focus on trust could be 

developed and implemented, and the old or existing training modified or removed. Also, 

the frequency and the length of the training.   
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Limitations of the Research 

Qualitative methodology was used to understand SOF operators' experiences 

better while attempting to build and maintain trust with their teammates. Patton 

(2015) stated that transferability refers to generalization—how significant the 

research findings represent the population (Patton, 2015). This research is grounded 

theory generating in nature and therefore generalizes to theory rather than to 

populations, non-representativeness of the sample is not considered a limitation in 

terms of generalization (Eisenhardt & Kathleen, 1989; Glaser, Barney, Strauss, & 

Anselm, 1967; Strauss, Anselm and Corbin, & Juliet, 1998). However, to generate 

good theory, one should strive to have as much diversity in the data as possible 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967).  

The researcher attempted to make the sample of participants as diverse as 

possible. There is a limitation in the diversity of the participant’s racial makeup, sex, 

rank, and age. For example, of the twenty-six participants, twenty-four were white, one 

was Asian, and one was African American. As discussed in Table 1, the sample of 

interviews used to create the theory is biased both in terms of successfully building 

trust and maintaining trust in high-performance teams. A more diverse sample using 

either non-SOF military or non-military teams would have allowed the theory to be 

generated with more analysis and multiple comparisons with non-successful teams.  

When examining the ages of the participants, none were younger than 27 or 

older than 45. The majority of the participants' ranks were enlisted, and all of them 

were at the NCO level. There were no lower enlisted or non-NCO participants, and 
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there were only four officers, three commissioned and one warrant officer. Therefore, 

valuable information could not be obtained from individuals in those age groups. 

Everyone participating in the study was currently on a team where the members trusted 

them, and they trusted the other team members. Some of the participants had been on a 

team in the past where they did not trust a team member.  

The limitation of female operators has to do with SOF being composed of 

mostly male operators within its ranks. It was not until December 2015 that Secretary 

of Defense, Ash Carter announced that SOF training would be open to females. The 

first woman to graduate US Army Special Forces Training was in 1980, and the 

second was in July 2020. In December 2016 the first woman passed selection into the 

75th Ranger Regiment, she has been the only one to make it through ranger selection 

and serve in the regiment. In early 2019 a woman officer became the first Navy SEAL 

after passing Navy SEAL officer assessment and selection. This study was focused on 

the US Army and the US Navy; therefore, no research was conducted on the US Air 

Force or the US Marine Corps female SOF members.  

The theory developed in this study does not contain causality, and most of the 

constructs, in theory, are recognized to be interrelated and have feedback loops. Truly 

longitudinal data would allow more substantial confidence in the causal directions of 

linkages between constructs.  
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Directions for Future Research 

Research can be conducted in several different areas to build upon the theory 

generated in this research. This section describes some of the most interesting 

opportunities. 

Testing the theory 

The model developed in this theory-building research requires testing across a 

sufficiently large, representative sample of many HPTs, in many different 

organizations, and with a diverse group. This testing involves the operationalization of 

all constructs listed in this study. Testing would be most valuable if it also includes 

constructs that are not a part of this study, even though literature suggests they should 

be relevant, and if it also tests for causal links that are absent from the study to 

determine if the study and post-hoc model created represents the best fit of these 
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constructs. Different versions of the theory can be tested using nested models and 

comparing their fit to real-world data. 

Tests of the theory should also test the applicability - and potential differences - 

of the relationship between effective teams and high-performance elite teams. This 

would facilitate the theory's gradual move from its current, substantive domain to a 

more formal theory applicable across settings (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Is there an 

extreme level of trust necessary above what has been published to develop the trust 

required to perform at an elite level, put their lives on the line, and have the will to die 

before they quit for what they believe in? 

The characteristics or process to build and maintain trust 

Future research should study the processes of building and maintain 

dimensions of trust in more depth. In addition to the processes of building and 

maintaining trust, the research should further study the interconnectedness between 

the different dimensions of trust. Such research could also include the creation of 

expanded lists of antecedents of the different dimensions of trust. This research would 

be valuable both for business and psychology research theory in general and for 

managerial practice in particular. 
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APPENDIX 1 – DISSERTATION SCRIPT 

 

1. Tell me about your service? 

2. What were your core values before you enlisted? 

a. Are they different know? If so how? 
3. What does it mean to trust your team members? 
4. Do you trust your leadership? 

a. Why or Why not? 
5. Do you trust your team?  

a. Why or why not? 
6. How do you build trust? 
7. How do you maintain trust? 
8. How often does your team train together? 
9. How long has your team been together? 
10. How often do you see your team members?  
11. Using your experience, please explain instances in which team members have 

exhibited trust issues? 
12. From your perspective on trust, what can prevent team members from 

trusting each other? 
13. Why do you trust your team members? 
14. Why do your team members trust you? 
15. Why do you think you have the propensity to trust your team? 
16. Is there something that you think is different about you that enables you to trust 

someone with your life and them trust you with theirs? 
17. Is there something that you think is different about your team members? 
18. Do you automatically trust new team members? 
19. How long does it take to earn their trust? 

a. What must they do? 
20. Is trust the key component to your HPT? 
21. What if trust is broken? 
22. What is the climate during training? 

a. How does this encourage trust building? 
b. How does this encourage trust maintenance? 

23. What is the climate during combat? 
a. How does this encourage trust building? 
b. How does this encourage trust maintenance? 

24. Were you ever part o f a team where trust was never present? 
a. What type of team was it? 
b. What was the climate? 

25. Have you always been a trustworthy person? 
a. Examples? 

26. What else would you like to share regarding trust within HPTs? 


