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further investigation.

This paper explores how trust is violated and restored in the leader-follower relationship by analyzing
rich stories in everyday trust violation situations. The results suggest a dichotomy of how violations affect
trust and its propensity for repair. Recoverable violations are common occurrences from which trust can
be recovered, although repeated instances of this type can destroy trust beyond recovery. The process of
recovery involves leaders first openly discussing the violation(s) and then providing plans to avoid future
violations. Conversely, irrecoverable trust violations destroy trust to such a degree that it cannot be
restored and followers withdraw from the relationship. The study advances our understanding of trust
violations by showing that recoverable violations include violations based on integrity, competence,
and benevolence. Additionally, the typology of trust violations in these unique relationships promotes

© 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Trust is essential to leadership. It plays a significant role in
leadership relationships (Brower, Lester, Korsgaard, & Dineen,
2009; Dirks, 2006; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Liden & Maslyn,
1998; Uhl-Bien, 2006), and is essential for positive follower out-
comes, such as performance and organizational citizenship (Braun,
Peus, Weisweiler, & Frey, 2013; Kacmar, Bachrach, Harris, & Noble,
2012; Yang & Mossholder, 2010; Zhu, Newman, Miao, & Hooke,
2013). Nevertheless, trust is fragile and often violated in day-to-
day leadership interactions (Tomlinson, 2011). The present study
explores how leaders violate followers’ trust and whether and
how they can restore that trust. We contribute to trust and leader-
ship research by creating a taxonomy of trust violations specific to
the leader-follower relationship and describing how trust can be
recovered following some (but not all) of those violations.

Research on the trust violation and repair process has produced
useful insight into how integrity- and competence-based trust

* Authors are listed alphabetically and contributed equally. Thanks are extended
to Marie-Aude Dupont for her helpful suggestions. This research was partially
funded by a grant from Agence Nationale de la Recherche (TDLR-ANR-12-JSH1-
0007-01).

* Corresponding author. Tel.: +64 34798542.

E-mail addresses: Steven.grover@otago.ac.nz (S.L. Grover), haselmarkus@gmail.
com (M.C. Hasel), Caroline.Manville@univ-tlsel.fr (C. Manville), carolina.serrano@
iae-aix.com (C. Serrano-Archimi).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.em;j.2014.01.002
0263-2373/© 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

violations affect trust and how trust can be recovered more readily
from the latter in short term encounters (Boles, Croson, &
Murnighan, 2000; Kim, Dirks, Cooper, & Ferrin, 2006; Kim, Ferrin,
Cooper, & Dirks, 2004; Schweitzer, Hershey, & Bradlow, 2006). In
contrast, long term leader-follower relationships are marked by
a power differential, dependency, emotional intensity, and devel-
opment over time that impinge on what violates trust and whether
it can be recovered. These crucial differences limit the generaliz-
ability of previous trust violation and recovery research to
leader-follower relationships and suggest the need for rich models
of trust violations specific to that type of relationship.

The events that violate trust are specific to the leader-follower
relationship and extend beyond the integrity-based lies in the
negotiation literature (Boles et al., 2000; Bottom, Gibson, Daniels,
& Murnighan, 2002; Schweitzer et al., 2006) and the integrity-
based misreporting and competence-based technical mistakes in
the trust recovery literature (Ferrin, Kim, Cooper, & Dirks, 2007;
Kim, Cooper, Dirks, & Ferrin, 2013; Kim et al., 2004, 2006). Studying
these behaviors has advanced understanding of the trust repair
process, but offers limited insight to the range of trust violations
in normal day-to-day interactions between followers and leaders.
Research on this issue in the leader-follower domain therefore
requires identifying the array of violations from the complex world
of work.
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The mission of the present paper is to identify unique violation
types in the leader-follower relationship, the impact of these
violations, and whether they can be forgiven or not in efforts to
restore trust. The study creates a typology of leader-follower trust
violations based on real, contextually rich relationships, and iden-
tifies the likelihood of recovering trust following these violations.
In order to identify actual trust violation behaviors between super-
visors and subordinates and how these could be repaired, we adopt
a qualitative methodology beneficial for disentangling “topics as
contextually rich as leadership” (Conger, 1998, p. 107). The contri-
butions of this research are threefold. First, this paper identifies the
gamut of trust violations specific to the leader-follower relation-
ship. Second, we develop theory about which of these violations
result in recoverable trust and which result in an irrecoverable
forfeiture of trust. Third, we elucidate the process of trust recovery.

Theoretical background

Trust is defined as a willingness “to accept vulnerability based
upon positive expectations of the intention or behavior of another”
(Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & Camerer, 1998, p. 395). Followers
willingly make themselves vulnerable to leaders whom they previ-
ously experienced as competent, honest, and willing to genuinely
look out for them (Bass, 1985; Dirks & Ferrin, 2002; Graen &
Uhl-Bien, 1995; Kouzes & Posner, 2012). Trust serves as a heuristic
for the decision to follow in the absence of other information by
reducing uncertainty based on past experience with the leader
(Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995; McEvily, 2011; Moorman &
Grover, 2009).

Leader—follower relationships in organizations develop over
time and have long average tenure. Previous research has found
that people are initially trusting of other people (Holtz, 2013;
Weber, Malhotra, & Murnighan, 2005), that trust further develops
over time (Lewicki & Wiethoff, 2000), and that the level of trust
at the point of betrayal influences subsequent reactions and possi-
bilities for its repair (Haselhuhn, Schweitzer, & Wood, 2010;
Schweitzer et al., 2006). Additionally, the point at which a breach
of trust occurs may influence its impact and chance of recovery.
For example, a breach of trust at the beginning of the bargaining
interaction is more detrimental than one later in the interaction,
when its impact is more temporary (Lount, Zhong, Sivanathan, &
Murnighan, 2008).

In comparison to one-off interactions previously studied, close,
established relationships may both insulate and exacerbate the ef-
fects of trust violations. Leader-follower relationships that develop
over time may have an immunity to violations up to some point
that depends on what Andiappan and Trevifio (2010) call a “trust
reservoir.” For example, Finkel, Rusbult, Kumashiro, and Hannon
(2002) found that the level of individual commitment in a relation-
ship influences the intent to persist with the relationship. Thus,
established relationships may be more resilient to violations
because higher prior trust mitigates the experience of negative
outcomes (Brockner, Tyler, & Cooper-Schneider, 1992). Trust
between leaders and followers develops quickly (Bauer & Green,
1996) and the leadership relationship remains stable for extended
periods based on initial development (Liden, Wayne, & Stillwell,
1993). We therefore study leader—follower relationships that have
been established for at least a year because that has allowed (a)
ample time for initial trust to develop (Narhrgang, Morgeson, &
[llies, 2009) and (b) enough time passage to afford the opportunity
to examine trust-disturbing events.

The trust developed in established relationships may exacer-
bate the experience of a violation in established relationships be-
cause of the discrepancy between the prior trusting expectations
and the betraying event (Robinson, Dirks, & Ozcelik, 2004). People

have greater expectations not to be betrayed by the people whom
they trust. Accordingly, the nature of trust violations, their impact,
and the potential to recover the lost trust in long term leader-
follower relationships is different from those of short term interac-
tions due to the established nature of trust and therefore deserves
further investigation.

The possibility of trust recovery depends on how trust was
violated. Trust can be violated on any of these bases for assessing
trustworthiness: ability, benevolence, or integrity (Mayer et al.,
1995). In the context of the present study, these refer to character-
istics of the leader as perceived by the follower. First, professional
and managerial competence comprises the ability dimension,
which refers to whether the leader has the skills and knowledge
to conduct the job competently. Second, benevolence refers to
how the leader has treated the follower and others in the past
and whether that treatment was in the best interests of the follow-
ers. Third, integrity refers to the honesty with which the leader
operates, and specifically whether the leader behaves consistently
according to ethical principles valued by the follower. Previous
research has found that integrity violations are more detrimental
to trust than competence violations because the latter can be
mistakes, whereas people attribute integrity violations to moral
failings (Ferrin et al., 2007; Kim et al., 2004, 2006, 2013). Conse-
quently, apologies effectively restore trust following competence
violations, but not integrity violations. Denying allegations of
having committed integrity violations is an effective strategy, be-
cause it is difficult to recover from integrity-based trust violations
in any event (Ferrin et al., 2007).

Most of the previous research, however, has investigated
hypothetical hiring situations or one-off bargaining interactions
as opposed to enduring relationships. In contrast, Byrne, Barling,
and Dupré (in press) found that leaders apologizing for their trust
violations had a positive impact on followers’ emotional and
psychological well-being regardless of whether the violation was
one of integrity or competence. Additionally, violations of benevo-
lence may play a role in leader—follower relationships because
followers expect leaders to look after them. This paper therefore
identifies a host of specific behaviors that affect follower trust in
order to develop trust recovery theory and propel future research.

Previous research suggests that apologies and explanations as-
suage the damage done by betrayal and recover trust for the future
(Byrne et al., in press). Apologizing for a betrayal positively affects
perceptions toward the apologetic person and the level of subse-
quent trust bestowed on them (Couch, Jones, & Moore, 1999; Ferrin
et al.,, 2007; Kim et al., 2004). Economists and others have long dis-
counted such apologies, however, as “cheap talk” (Farrell & Rabin,
2009). Taking substantive action can be more powerful than apol-
ogies, showing with actions instead of words that the perpetrator
is serious about regaining trust. For example, Schweitzer et al.
(2006) found that an apology had no additional effect over remain-
ing truthful in subsequent rounds of a bargaining game. Taking
more substantive action such as penance to one’s disadvantage
helps to restore trust (Bottom et al., 2002), as does allowing
the victim to regulate the future (Nakayachi & Watabe, 2005).
The mechanism of these procedures lies in the perpetrator
acknowledging a wrongdoing and demonstrating some penitence,
which in many studies is enough to create trust in the future,
whether that penitence is expressed as an apology, explanation,
or offer of penance or regulation (Bottom et al., 2002; Dirks, Kim,
Ferrin, & Cooper, 2011; Schweitzer et al., 2006; Shapiro, 1991).

Penitence as a method of restoring trust fits with recent
theoretical developments aimed at reintegrating offenders into
organizations following transgressions or violations (Andiappan
& Trevifio, 2010). These developments move from reacting or
judging wrongdoing toward identifying what relationships require
to continue. Based on restorative justice, Goodstein, Aquino, and
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Skarlicki (2011) theorized that offenders can be reintegrated into
organizations if they are willing to accept blame, show penitence,
and provide restitution. The present study explores these theoret-
ical ideas with empirical data in order to identify the exact manner
in which followers experience the trust restoration process.

Summary

Little is known about how leaders recover from betraying trust
beyond the idea that apologies are more likely to be effective when
trust exists and the violations are not too severe. The mission of the
present paper therefore is to elucidate these violations, categoriz-
ing them in a meaningful fashion and determining how and
whether leaders can revive trust in the relationship.

Method

In order to gain subtle insights into the types of trust violations
in the leader-follower relationship and potential trust recovering
processes, we use a grounded theory approach, which is appropri-
ate for building theory on complex processes and developing fur-
ther insights of existing theoretical perspectives (Lee, Mitchell, &
Sablynski, 1999; O'Reilly, Paper, & Marx, 2012). Grounded theory
is a process of gathering rich qualitative data, coding it into mean-
ingful categories, and then developing meaning from the relation-
ships of those categories. Researchers travel back and forth
between new theory and the data in order to refine the theory
and assure themselves of its veracity. Qualitative research of this
nature has been shown to provide insight into leadership practices
because the process of leadership is embedded within a situation
and we can gain greater understanding of leadership phenomena
by analyzing those situations as they evolve over time (Conger,
1998; Wallis, Yammarino, & Feyerherm, 2011).

Research on trust violation and recovery in leader-follower
relationships requires this type of method because these relation-
ships are more complex than those studied in laboratory settings
and require deep discovery at this point of theoretical develop-
ment. The first objective of this investigation is to identity how
people interpret trust violations, and going to the source in an
open-ended manner is the best way to discover events that are
important to followers.

We follow Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) procedures for grounded
theory, in which qualitative data is collected, coded, and analyzed
as an iterative process. Semi-structured interviews on the topic of
trust violation were conducted by the authors, who were familiar
with the literature. Then the raw data of the interviews was coded
into meaningful categories, and patterns emerged from these
meaningful categories. Analysis involves moving back and forth
between the data and the developing theory. As Golden-Biddle
and Locke (2007) suggest, two researchers developed ideas from
the data and shared and refined them. These ideas were then
probed and developed with the other two members of the research
team.

Participants

Forty-one face-to-face, in-depth individual interviews were
conducted with subordinates across a variety of occupations from
the white-collar sector (e.g., retail, consulting, industry, public sec-
tor, non-profit organizations, cosmetic sector, and power industry).
Half the participants were women, their ages ranged from 26 to 50
(average 36 years); they had an average tenure of 5.6 years with
the organization (range 1-23), 4 years in their current roles (range
1-9), and 2.5 years with their current supervisor (range 1-5).

Among the participants, seven of were supervised by women and
34 were supervised by men.

We focused our sampling on white collar employees who had a
relationship for at least a year with a supervisor. This boundary
condition is important because we intend to examine close lea-
der-follower relationships, and this type of sample has close work-
ing relationships with direct supervisors. Participants were
recruited by the researchers in France and New Zealand. All the
participants were recruited from MBA programs in which the
researchers taught, and were either employed at the time or had
recently left the working relationship to enter full-time study.
The participants reflected various nationalities but the large major-
ity belonged to western countries (60% were French, 30% were
American, British, or Greek). Only 10% belong to Eastern countries
(all of them were Indian). Ten interviews were conducted in
English and 31 were conducted in French.

Procedure

The semi-structured interview schedule first examined the con-
text of the relationship and then examined critical incidents of
trust violation. The beginning of the interview protocol asked the
follower to describe the job and the supervisor, including how
the supervisor interacts with the participant, and then describe
the nature of the working relationship with the supervisor. After
gaining an understanding of the situation and the tenor of the rela-
tionship, we explored trust in the supervisor, which constitutes the
critical incident for analysis. We first told participants that “we are
interested in how much you willingly place yourself in situations
that your supervisor can influence what happens to you”. Then
we asked “do you trust that your supervisor looks out for your best
interest?” We then explored the answer with a variety of probes,
asking for examples. Then, if it hadn’t come up previously in the
interview, we asked “Now think of a situation in which your super-
visor has done something that has really and significantly reduced
your trust in his ability or willingness to look after you well-being.”
We then probed these answers until we had a thorough under-
standing of the trust violation incident. In cases where the partic-
ipant could not think of a trust violation episode, we asked them to
think of another supervisor who had violated their trust. In 38 of
the 41 interviews, people were able to identify an episode of trust
violation. These episodes were the critical incidents that served as
the focus of our analysis (Edvardsson & Roos, 2011; Flanagan,
1954).

Data collection stopped once a point of theoretical saturation
was reached, when no further explanation on a theme or a cate-
gory was given by additional interviews (Glaser & Strauss, 1967;
O'Reilly et al., 2012). During the first 15 interviews a clear pattern
emerged: The vast majority of informants stated that their super-
visor did not do anything to repair trust, but they could describe
what the supervisor should have done in order to demonstrate
trustworthiness. In order to address this emerging pattern regard-
ing trust repair, we then modified the protocol for the remainder of
the interviews. We added questions to explore systematically (a)
the expectations of the informant toward trust repair behaviors
of the supervisor and (b) whether and how the informant gave
the supervisor the opportunity to restore trust.

Data analysis technique

The data were analyzed following grounded theory techniques
developed by Strauss and Corbin (1990). These techniques seem
appropriate to the present research because, contrary to those
developed by Glaser (1992), they allow the researcher to have pre-
conceived ideas on the studied topic. Even if our knowledge on
trust violation and repair in leadership relationships is scarce,



692 S.L. Grover et al./European Management Journal 32 (2014) 689-702

some research has provided meaningful insights on the subject,
and the present research draws on this literature. Two bilingual
researchers (authors) conducted the data analysis: the sample in-
cludes French and English interviews and requires that the
researchers who analyzed the data were fluent in the two lan-
guages. Following Strauss and Corbin (1990) recommendations,
the first step was to code individual components of the interviews
into first order categories. First, they independently read half of the
interview scripts and developed codes. Then they met together to
ratify and change the coding scheme to accommodate all the inter-
views. Each individual component was evaluated and discussed to
assure that it was coded accurately. Second, each coder read the
other half of the interview transcripts and coded them according
to the agreed scheme, again meeting and reconciling any discrep-
ancies. At this level of analysis, three major sets of data were ex-
tracted: (a) types of trust violations, (b) the consequences of
trust violations, and (c) trust repair following these violations.
Next, commonalities among these first order codes were searched
in order to assemble them into meaningful second order codes that
are theoretical conglomerations of the first order codes. The second
order codes required extensive discussion among the research
team to determine how these individual elements made sense at
a higher level of abstraction. This process resulted in thirteen sec-
ond order codes for trust violations (i.e., thirteen types of trust vio-
lations), four for reactions, and four for repair attempts. The last
step of the analysis was to identify patterns of relationships among
the second order codes.

Several steps were taken to ensure the integrity of our data. The
two researchers involved in the data analysis shared the coding
and the development of initial theory with the wider research
team. Once the whole team reached agreement, the data analysis
and coding schemes were presented to colleagues and profession-
als not involved in the study to solicit critical questions about the
results. These debriefings were useful for gaining an outsider’s per-
spective. Finally, three additional interviews were conducted in or-
der to test the propositions of the framework developed, which
provided a validation of the framework and required no further
categories.

Findings

We developed an overall grounded theory of (a) types of trust
violations, (b) followers’ reactions to trust violations, and (c) the
process of trust repair. An overview of the findings and their in-
ter-relationships are illustrated in Fig. 1. We discuss these findings
in detail in the sections that follow and formulate propositions. Our

most striking finding was that trust was potentially recoverable
following some violations and not recoverable following others.

Recoverable trust violations

Fig. 2 illustrates trust violations that harmed trust to a degree
that recovery was possible. Supervisory incompetence, lack of car-
ing, and interference are violations that reflect the nature and
expectations of supervisory relationships. These violations were
common in leader-follower relationships, and followers consid-
ered them to have limited seriousness or intensity, although repe-
tition over time could irreparably destroy trust. They include trust
violations based on competence, integrity, and benevolence, and
they had various flavors described below.

Supervisor incompetence

Supervisor incompetence was a major source of trust violation.
Providing structure is a fundamental responsibility of managers,
indicated in the leadership literature as initiating structure (e.g.,
Piccolo et al., 2012). Lack of competent direction led followers to
engage in their job activities in ways that subsequently were
judged as inappropriate or they shifted their energies from one
task to another with no coherence. Instead of guessing and then
correcting their actions, followers wanted some direction so they
could perform their jobs well in the first place. As one informant
put it, this constant shifting “is destabilizing. I felt like a pawn who
could be pushed around” (Jerry, 27 years old, Unit manager, Food
production sector). One informant told us, “he didn’t lay down his
expectations very clearly. . .it was very ambiguous what he wanted
me to do” (Véronique, 45 years old, Human Resources assistant,
Health care sector). Another informant reports that:

She was the type of person that could say something, then was
going to do something else, or to say something else to her superior
about it. She was playing a strange game and you didn’t know how
to handle it” (Maria, 26 years old, Marketing assistant, Cosmetic
sector, Greek).

The same lack of guidance, however, emanates from managers
perceived as lacking legitimacy in terms of managerial competence.
One informant told us,

He only communicated via email, avoiding all conflict. He pos-
sessed no managerial courage. In my opinion, he was not made
for management and things deteriorated (Laurence, 39 years old,
sales representative, Edition Sector, French).

Trust Violations Follower Reactions

Recoverable
Last Chance

Trust Violations

Behaviors

Withdrawal
Behaviors

Irrecoverable

Trust Violations

Trust Repair

Phase I: Phase II:

Leader Self-
Questioning

Leader Repair
Actions

Trust Repair Unlikely

Fig. 1. Integrated model of trust violations, follower reactions, and trust repair process.
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First-order codes:
Behavioral examples

sLeader does not give explanations,

Second-order codes:
Behavior categories

Aggregate theoretical
dimensions

instructions and goals

ﬁ[ Task expectation ambiguity

sLeader provides no clear
expectations

sLeader often makes mistakes

sLeader makes poor technical and

9[

Lack of legitimacy

Supervisory

Incompetence

managerial decisions

sLeader often changes mind

sLeader does not make firm decisions ﬁ[

Unpredictable behavior

*Leader doesn’t defend the follower

sLeader diminishes the follower’'s
work and career

ﬁ[

sLeader shows no interest for the
follower as a person

sLeader is never satisfied with the

follower’s work

sLeader speaks negatively about the

follower’s work or behavior

*Leader spies

%[

sLeader watches too closely

sLeader substantially modifies the

Lack of support
Lack of
Caring
ﬁ[ Disrespect for follower’s work
Excessive Monitoring
Interference

follower’s work behind his back [
sLeader overly concerned with details

Micro-managing

of follower’s work

Fig. 2. Recoverable trust violations.

Moreover, leaders were expected to provide consistency, and
their unpredictable behavior caused consternation and frustration
among followers. For example, one informant said “he told me to
work on a project, but in the middle of everything he told me to stop
and to work on a different project” (Christelle, 36 years old, HR man-
ager, Industry, French). These trust violations are fundamental
problems that reflect the leader’s capacity to provide competent
leadership in accordance with followers’ expectations. The viola-
tions comprise both integrity and ability-based trust violations —
integrity includes consistency and predictability of action and
competence includes the technical ability to provide firm and accu-
rate direction. Failures to do so are frustrating for followers and
create an uncertainty that undermines trust.

Lack of caring

Leaders also violated trust by expressing a lack of concern or
caring for followers. Leaders exhibiting lack of support failed to de-
fend their followers or were negative about them as people,
whereas disrespect manifested itself as being negative about the
follower’s work. They both violated trust because people rely on

their leaders to be supportive in a way that supports self-esteem.
People expected their leaders to provide support by defending
them and their work in front of clients or showing concerns for
their career, and they sought some respect in the form of approba-
tion or at least not being criticized. For example, one of our infor-
mants said:

I was talking long-term to my boss, like if I get involved in this
future plan, this means that I would have stayed with the company
for a few years. And the guy goes... “Christophe, it’s fine you take
responsibilities, you're gonna handle people, everything, that’s fine,
but I don’t want you to become a director, even in five years.” I go,
“well, we are not on the same page anymore” ‘cause I was like
really growing my business, I made like twenty or thirty per cent
the first year with six months of effective work (Christophe,
28 years old, food Industry, French).

Criticism is detrimental to respect, because it violates a person’s
dignity and erodes self-esteem (Grover, 2014). In order for criti-
cism to reach a threshold of violating trust as a critical incident,
it was recurrent and noticeable to the follower. For example, one
follower said:
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I had a written agreement on what I had suggested to do to get the
business, but after that he reproached me for not having followed
his orders for having customized my offer to the customer’s needs
(Marie-Thérése, 48 years old, Consultant, Management Consult-
ing, French).

The benevolence violations drove a wedge between followers and
leaders because followers could not count on the leader to look after
their interests.

Interference

Leaders also violated trust by interfering with followers’ work,
thereby demonstrating that they do not trust their followers. These
violations involve leaders who are not straightforward in their deal-
ing with followers, and, more particularly, demonstrate that they do
not trust followers by changing the followers’ work output unbe-
knownst to them or clandestinely shadowing the followers’ work
to check on quality. Leaders who violated trust in this form were
demonstrating to their followers that they did not trust them, and
as Brower et al. (2009) have shown, people react to being mistrusted
and return that mistrust in reduced performance. Interference man-
ifests itself in leaders excessively monitoring work and microman-
aging the subordinate as exemplified by an informant who said:

He got really involved in every single everyday task of everybody.
So he was following, like, every e-mail of the marketing director,
he was calling every customer directly. .. I had two hundred and
fifty customers, he was calling them. It was like, you're the big boss,
you should work on maybe team-building and make us work
together instead of spending your time working on our clients. ..
He doesn't really trust people, he doesn’t want to delegate too much
(Christophe, 28 years old, food Industry, French).

In contrast to micro-managing as a way of limiting followers’
autonomy and expressing a lack of confidence or trust in the fol-
lower, some leaders simply did the work themselves, oftentimes
altering the work of followers:

He did all the work again behind my back . .. He re-did the tables. . .
I think he had no confidence in me. .. Sometimes, I have the feeling
that he was behind my back even though I saw him in front of me,
sitting at his desk (Florence, 39 years old, accountant assistant,
French).

Characteristics of recoverable violations

All the recoverable behaviors were fairly common, and follow-
ers were willing to trust and follow leaders after an event, even
though they identified it as a violation of trust. Many of the indi-
vidual behaviors are conceptualized by followers as mistakes and
are easily forgiven. Not even the violations of integrity or benevo-
lence destroyed trust beyond an acceptable level.

Although recoverable violations are not singularly destructive
to trust, their accumulation erodes trust over time. Repeated of-
fenses build up to a point at which trust may no longer be recov-
ered. For example, one of the informants reported that the trust
she had toward her supervisor had slightly decreased with the
accumulation of small trust violations.

His remarks seemed often unjustified to me. I trusted him because |
believed he was professional and fair. Each time he addressed me, |
felt disappointed, as he did not meet my expectations. I finally
thought that he was not competent as a manager (...). Eventually
I no longer knew how to treat him, how to speak to him and sub-
sequently our relationship ended (Marie-Thérése, 48 years old,
Consultant, Management Consulting, French).

Proposition 1. Recoverable trust violations are trust violations
marked by their low intensity and willingness of targets to engage
in a restoration process. Each behavior has little effect, but their
cumulative effect can reduce trust.

“Last chance” reactions to recoverable trust violations

As stated in proposition 1, followers were willing to, and often
wanted to, restore trust following the recoverable violations. More-
over, followers initiated a range of behaviors we have labeled last
chance reactions following recoverable violations (Fig. 3).

The first way to restore trust involved followers attempting to
improve the relationship with the leader by increasing their efforts
on the job as illustrated by one informant who said:

Something had gone and there was nothing I could do to get it back.
I worked a lot harder, and she even did say somewhere along the
line that the productivity had improved (James, 46 years old,
Sub-contractors housing, Nuclear Industry, American).

Followers tend also to improve the relationships by asking for
tangible instructions and feedback from the leader. For example,
one informant said:

I told you that I am very open about receiving feedback, so I said, “if
there’s any problem, call me and let me know, and tell me what you
think is wrong. And then, maybe we can discuss it because maybe |
have a lot of work to do here, and maybe you don’t think I'm work-
ing efficiently enough, or the results are not good, or whatever
(Laurent, 26 years old, Engineer, Power Industry, French).

Many of the recoverable trust violations were interpreted by
the followers as fairly normal lapses of competence on the part
of the manager. Portrayed as misunderstandings, followers some-
times reported attempting to bring an understanding of expecta-
tions back to the relationship. For example, when followers
experienced negative feedback about their performance that had
come from their leader’s inability to provide clear direction, they
attempted to rectify the misunderstanding. These efforts aim at
provoking change in the leader’s behavior, so that the leader pro-
vides trustworthy behavioral expectations.

We use the term last-chance behaviors because it denotes that
the trust reservoir of the followers is not yet empty, although it
may be low, and followers make a last attempt to replenish it. They
expect the leader to react and develop behaviors counter to those
that eroded trust. Last chance reactions sometimes took the form
of followers attempting to work harder to re-align expectations.
Followers would seek information about how the leader wanted
them to do the job, or to resolve specific problems created by trust
violations. For example, one informant told us:

Though he (the supervisor) was often negative regarding my work,
I stayed professional: I acted like a good soldier, following his work
prescriptions and doing what he was expecting from me but at the
same time I tried other options, to show him that my ideas were
relevant and efficient in order to get the business...and it was
the case actually (Marie-Thérese, 48 years old, Consultant, Man-
agement Consulting, French).

Followers reacted to recoverable trust violations by helping the
leader become aware of the violations. More specifically, followers
attempted to improve the relationship by addressing with the lea-
der the specific issues that affected their trust in the leader. By
bringing up the issue, followers were able to highlight to leaders
that their behavior might have unintentional consequences, shar-
ing information in such a way that both parties understand the sit-
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Fig. 3. “Last chance” follower reactions to recoverable trust violations.

uation from the other’s point of view. Followers expected leaders
to take the responsibility for the relationship as illustrated by
one of our informants who said:

If it was something authentic, if it was something that I had done
wrong, it would be easy to get together and discuss it and make
amends, you know. If there was an apology needed, or, if there
was some kind of effort needed to... to get over that, and... It’s only
going to happen if both people want to get over it. I was prepared
to, ... and if somebody in her position had wanted that, she... she
would have needed to meet you know half-way, but it didn’t come.
I, I honestly didn’t think she was, she wasn't interested in regaining
my trust... (James, 46 years old, sub-contractor, Nuclear indus-
try, American).

But followers often resorted to addressing trust issues. As some
informants told us:

I expected my boss to make the move but he didn’t do anything of
that kind, so I did the move first and I had a chat with him, for per-
sonal growth because I wanted to understand where the problem
was coming from (Harshad, 26 years old, Engineer, Manufactur-
ing Industry, Indian).

Proposition 2. Recoverable trust violations allow for the possibil-
ity of trust recovery, and followers initiated “last chance” attempts
to move toward trust recovery.

Trust repair process

Four informants experienced trust repair, and the remainder
were asked to consider how trust could have been repaired with
their leaders. The results were similar for both those who experi-
enced trust repair and those who speculated about how they could
have experienced trust repair, and all the supporting quotations be-
low are from those who experienced trust repair. The two phases of
the trust repair process were leader questioning and leader repair ac-
tions (Fig. 4), which are aimed at the two different goals of acknowl-
edging distrust and demonstrating trustworthiness. Followers need
to experience both stages before trusting the leader again.

Leader self-questioning

In the first phase of trust recovery, followers expected leaders to
question themselves and make that known to followers by
acknowledging errors, asking for feedback from the followers,
and pursuing advice on how to restore trust. These behaviors clear
the air surrounding the leader-follower relationship, which
requires leaders to acknowledge that followers trust them less.

Specifically, this acknowledgement stage requires that the leader
admits that a violation has occurred and that he is accountable
for this violation. This awareness enables the leader to consult
the follower for advice on how to restore trust. Following this
distrust acknowledgement process, leaders engage in a trustwor-
thiness demonstration stage in order to reduce followers’ uncer-
tainty at work. For example, one of our informants explained
that his direct supervisor realized that something went wrong dur-
ing a seminar because he neglected his advice and comments, and
asked him for feedback regarding what to do in order to avoid this
situation occurring in the future:

The first seminar was a disaster. After this, he told me he knew he
did not listen to me properly. He then did listen to me, I don’t know
why he did it, it was unexpected, but he took that advice onboard
(Christophe, 28 years old, Engineer, Food Industry, French).

Leader repair actions

The second phase of the trust recovery process reduces follower
uncertainty with substantive actions by the leader. Trust violations
generate insecurity and uncertainty among followers that leads
them to fear for their employment and to feel vulnerable. They ex-
pect to get sincere reassurance from their leaders in the form of
clear and tangible explanations, complete feedback, an individual
improvement program, or by the leaders increasing their availabil-
ity and support to the follower. Because recoverable trust viola-
tions are by their very nature related to the work tasks, the
leader repair actions involve giving the follower feedback on the
tasks for improvement in order to avoid future trust violations.
For example, one of our informants said:

There was, there was a trust, a massive trust issue. They used and
abused me and I would have been happy if somebody came to me
and said, ‘Okay, we can actually see that you’re not entirely happy
to be working here, we can see that you don'’t really want to under-
take any work, we know there’s a bit of a history, and we need to
address this. We need to actually talk openly about what our
expectations, what our needs are as a business, and we want to
understand what, what you expect from your employers in return’.
So they would have had to be extremely honest ... without any
hidden agendas as to what they are doing there (Nicolas, 28 years
old, Engineer, Power Industry, French).

Repair action involves providing greater focus for the follower’s
work, improving the social exchange relationship at the same time.
Followers expected their leaders to voluntarily modify their behav-
ior through substantive actions. A continuation of an example
above illustrates this:
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Fig. 4. Two-stage trust repair process.

Then, after the second seminar, we had a pretty good discussion, so
I talked to him about what I knew about team-building, and he did
hear my advice, I'm sure of that. I know it, because he changed the
third seminar based on my suggestions. I appreciated that (Chris-
tophe, 28 years old, Engineer, Food Industry, French).

Followers also expected leaders to take the lead in trust recov-
ery. If leaders react quickly when they perceive issues of distrust
with followers, then they may recover trust. Should leaders, how-
ever, pause or fail to take the initiative in trust repair, followers re-
act with withdrawal, as one informant pointed out:

This meeting should have taken place six months ago. We could
have talked and worked together, but today I took the decision: I
have said yes to another job, and I am not changing my mind
(David, 35 years old, Accountant, Building Sector, French).

Proposition 3. The first stage of trust recovery involves leaders
acknowledging the loss of trust by listening to the subordinate
(leader self-questioning).

Proposition 4. The second stage of trust recovery reduces follower
uncertainty and demonstrates leader trustworthiness by leaders
offering feedback, support, and clear expectations (leader repair
actions).

Irrecoverable trust violations

Trust cannot be recovered from violations in which leaders
threaten the followers’ sense of wellbeing and fundamental sense
of self (Fig. 5). Such violations include misleading followers and
abusing position power by exploiting or denigrating followers.
These identity threats deeply affected followers, with informants
reporting intense emotions of anger, sadness, and disappointment.
Even single incidents of these trust violations detrimentally frac-
tured followers’ trust in leaders. These violations deeply affect iden-
tity and sense of self because the actions come into direct conflict

with followers’ closely held values about how people should operate
in the workplace. Due to their strong reactions, informants could no
longer work fruitfully with their leaders following irrecoverable
trust violations, and they avoided further contact. For example, an
informant reported that her supervisor completely destroyed the
trust she had toward him by harassing one of her colleagues.

He has taken a dislike (to one of my colleagues) for no particular
reason; it was really ugly, criminal behavior... I discovered at that
time the dark side of him...he violated my personal values, ...after
that it has been difficult to work with him because something has
happened, I lost confidence in him (Magali, 41 years old, HR assis-
tant, Industry, French).

All the irrecoverable violations were violations of integrity.
They revolve around the ability to be honest and forthright and
to follow the normatively prescribed behavior. We identified two
broad categories of irrecoverable trust violations: Deception and
Abuse of Power (Fig. 5).

Deception

Deception includes outright lies (lying), failure to follow
through on promises (unkept promises), and retaining important
information (deliberate information retention). Perhaps most com-
mon in this area was not keeping promises, such as,

He makes some promises for the future, “by the end of the year, I'm
gonna give you a bonus. Trust me, trust me, shake my hand. Then,
at the end of the year, I give you a meeting on November twenti-
eth.” Fine, so you go to the meeting, six months later... So, you just
present your...numbers and everything, and you say, “OK, can we
calculate my bonus?” And he goes, “bonus? What bonus?” (Chris-
tophe, 28 years old, Engineer, Food industry, French).

Informants reported that their supervisors lied:

To my face, she said “I understand completely that this is what you
need to do, I will always support you and you will always have me
as an advocate for you, a mentor, that relationship will con-
tinue. ..” and two minutes later, she went upstairs, had the director
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Fig. 5. Irrecoverable trust violations.

on the phone and said: “you need to get down here and you need to
tell her she has to stay and you know I'm gonna play good cop and
you're gonna play bad cop. And half an hour later he was in my
office telling me how disappointed he was in me, how they had
great plans for me, ... it was just another manipulation (Maria,
26 years old, marketing assistant, Cosmetics sector, Greek).

My supervisor insisted many times that the business was doing
well, though he knew it wasn’t true. I learnt later that while he told
us that, he was already looking for another job. He did not tell us
the real situation, and didn’t care. He was lying to us; he didn’t
respect us and didn’t care about our future (Rhavi, 27 years old,
Engineer, Public sector, Indian).

The third set of behaviors that refer to deception revolves
around deliberate information retention as illustrated by one of
our informants who reported:

My boss told me that if I needed information to do my job, I would
have to ask. But he never responded to my questions. This happened
once, twice, three times ... finally I no longer asked any questions
(David, 35 years old, accountant, Building sector, French).

These types of reports are fundamental issues of honesty: Follow-
ers felt betrayed and could not count on leaders. When leaders were
not truthful, they correspondingly could not be believed and follow-
ers avoided becoming overly vulnerable to them. Additionally, fol-
lowers imagined leaders’ motivations. For instance, in the previous

quotation, Rhavi said, “he didn’t respect us and didn’t care about our
future.” Such feelings represent a complete loss of comfort in the
dependency relationship, and consequently followers withdrew.

Abuse of power

In addition to being dishonest, leaders engaged in other norma-
tively inappropriate ethical behaviors, referred to as abuse of
power, in which they took unfair advantage of followers (unfair
favoritism, exploitation, denigration). For example, some of our
informants expressed unfair favoritism in the following way:

There is a new person in my unit. [My boss] prioritizes the relation-
ship with her. A great personal blow is that while speaking posi-
tively about her to senior management, he puts me down. I find
this unfair as I have been there for many years and have made
great personal investments [at work] (Sophie, 30 years old, Assis-
tant, Industry, French).

I lost trust when I was promised many things, and when I realised
that other people were being treated differently from what I was
given (Nicolas, 27 years old, Engineer, Power Industry, French).

Followers also reported denigration from their leaders. Instead
of directly denigrating the employee or stating how another person
was preferred, these behaviors usually occurred behind the
follower’s back. For example, one informant reported that the
frustration he felt with his boss was because his concern with his
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efficiency was not stated directly to him. He learned that his super-
visor spoke about him to a friend over lunch:

OK, this guy has gone back, it seems like he’s not motivated at all,
that he’s not working well, it seems that somebody should be
supervising him, so maybe he’s not at a position to take on more
responsibility (Harshad, 26 years old, Engineer, Industry, Indian).

Irrecoverable violation summary

Deception and abuse of power hold in common that leaders
have violated ethical perceptions of how people should be treated
as human beings. The events made followers realize that they can-
not trust the leader and the damage is such that followers were
unwilling to attempt to repair the trust with leaders who engaged
in these kinds of unethical acts. These acts sometimes came as a
surprise when followers discovered that the relationship they
thought they had with the supervisor was a deceit. Many infor-
mants declared that they discovered the boss’s dark side and they
no longer respected the leader’s values.

... if it’s a minor infraction, if it’s a minor violation of trust in the
working relationship, I'm sure that there’s a way to overcome that.
But when it’s something that is so... fundamental, like I cannot
trust this person anymore, I feel like there’s no way I can believe
anything this person’s telling me anymore (Maria, 26 years old,
Marketing Assistant, Cosmetic Sector, Greek).

Moreover, these violations frequently engender deep emotions
and strong reactions from the subordinates as illustrated by the
following quotations:

My trust toward him was destroyed. I felt betrayed, I was shocked.
It was really an extreme case. . .I was 10 thousand miles (a 10 000
lieues in French) from imaging that I would quit the organization
but I realized that it was impossible to stay. Without trust, I real-
ized that I would be unable to work properly. .. (Renaud, 38 years
old, project manager, Industry, French).

I knew that my supervisor backstabbed me during a meeting... It
was frustrating and I was pretty angry... I did stop sharing the
information...and I only made it available..when it was absolutely
critical and...somebody above that person was asking for it (Mark,
28 years old, Engineer, Aerospace industry, American)

In summary, the irrecoverable trust violations came from
unethical activities that included dishonesty and exploitation.
These violations had such deeply penetrating effects that followers
were unwilling to engage with their leaders and attempt to resolve

First-order codes:
Behavioral examples

* Follower drastically reduces his
efforts at work

Second-order codes:
Behavior categories

the issues. Instead, as described below, followers started to with-
draw from leaders following these violations.

Proposition 5. Irrecoverable trust violations are marked by their
high intensity and low frequency, and single instances of irrecov-
erable trust violations significantly violate trust beyond the point
of repair.

Withdrawal behaviors

Irrecoverable trust violations break trust and lead to withdrawal
reactions by followers (Fig. 6). Withdrawal refers to followers
breaking the relationship with the leader, transferring to another
part of in their organization, quitting the organization outright, or
withdrawing effort. Withdrawing effort refers to staying with the
organization but neglecting the work, including making mistakes,
investing time in non-work related or private tasks, and generally
reducing work effort. For example, one of our informants said:

I was still working on the project but I was completely de-moti-
vated so instead of being proactive and going at it, I just waited
for the work to come, like you know, I wouldn’t provide my opinion
even if I had one. .. I was like, “I don’t care anymore, just give me
the project and I'll be gone”. That was when I started thinking of
maybe quitting my job, because I was unhappy (Laurent, 26 years
old, Engineer, Power Industry, French).

Withdrawing effort was usually temporary and followers generally
opted to leave the organization (80% of the participants). With-
drawal sometimes occurred immediately, as some of our infor-
mants reported:

An event occurred by which I felt personally attacked, not regard-
ing my professional skills, but on a personal level, and I didn’t
accept it. .. After this event I asked for a formal individual meeting
and formal resignation. That was the last straw (Delphine,
37 years old, manager, Industry, French).

Sometimes it was quite personal with the leader and therefore fol-
lowers withdrew from that relationship:

The trust was broken finally and my response was to try to stay
away from him as much as possible, to not let any suggestion to
develop in any way that I have to interact with him. So I stay away
from him and don’t commit to do anything with him (Rhavi,
27 years old, Engineer, Public sector, Indian).
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Fig. 6. Withdrawal reactions to trust violations.
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Proposition 6. Trust recovery is extremely unlikely following
deception or abuse of power trust violations, and followers are
likely to engage in withdrawal behaviors.

Trust violation and trust repair model summary

This study has developed a model arguing for two broad catego-
ries of trust violations. One allows trust repair, and the other in-
vokes irrecoverable loss of follower trust in the leader. The
recovery process following recoverable trust violations includes
the leader clearing the air with the follower, and providing a plan
to restore trust by clarifying expectations for the future.

Recoverable trust violations are incidents that come from fail-
ures on the part of the leader and are characterized by low inten-
sity and high frequency. These trust violations occur because
followers hold expectations of their leaders, such as knowing the
technicalities of the profession and supporting followers, and not
meeting these expectations undermines trust in the leader. Trust
acts as a heuristic for followers’ assessment of the leader’s honesty
and competence in absence of other information. Therefore, when
expectations are not met this trust is withdrawn because the fol-
lower can no longer count on the leader’s competence or benevo-
lence. Irrecoverable violations, in contrast, are singular, powerful
abuses of power leading followers to withdraw trust in the leader
immediately. People no longer trust their leaders and leave the
organization, or, alternatively, find ways to conduct their jobs
without making themselves vulnerable to their leaders.

Trust repair is marked by a two-step process: leader self-ques-
tioning and leader action. Leaders need to initiate a dialogue
acknowledging their wrongdoing, followed by constructive steps
that emphasize and demonstrate leadership support for their fol-
lower. This research augments and extends the research on trust
violation and repair, especially in the leader-follower relationship.

Discussion

The primary contributions of this study are (a) to identify and
describe trust violations and their effects within established lea-
der-follower relationships, and (b) to describe the process by
which trust can be brought back. Specifically, following recover-
able trust violations, trust can be recovered if the leader clears
the air with the follower and provides clear objectives for future
performance to avoid such trust violations. Following irrecoverable
trust violations, on the other hand, trust is unlikely to return.

Theoretical implications

These findings contribute to our understanding of trust viola-
tion and recovery in close relationships. Prior research identified
that trust could be recovered with repeated trustworthy behavior
in laboratory experiments (Boles et al., 2000; Bottom et al., 2002;
Dirks et al., 2011; Schweitzer et al., 2006). When we turn to lea-
der-follower relationships, however, neither the nature of the vio-
lations nor the likelihood of recovery was known. Identifying the
precise classes of behaviors that comprise trust violations as well
as their chances and procedures for recovery illuminates our
understanding of trust in leader-follower relationships that typify
contemporary organizations. In the following sections we interpret
the findings against the backdrop of extant theory and research.

Trust recovery in long term relationships

One of the dilemmas presented by the literature was that close
leader—follower relationships could be either more or less likely to
generate trust violations compared to short-term or one-off

relationships. The data suggest that by dividing the violations into
two groups, both are true. In fact, when the violations are severe
there is little chance of recovery, supporting the idea that the emo-
tional intensity of the situation pushes people past their levels of
willing vulnerability. Conversely, people are especially willing to
engage in a process that maintained their relationship following
recoverable violations, supporting the idea that the dependency
relationship encourages trust recovery (Finkel et al., 2002; Tomlin-
son, 2011). Moreover, the dilemma of whether the close relation-
ship is more or less likely to recover compared to short term
relationships is resolved by differentiating two categories of trust
violation.

Apologies versus substantive action

Previous trust recovery research has suggested that substantive
actions restore trust more effectively than apologies in short term
relationships (Bottom et al., 2002; Dirks et al., 2011; Schweitzer
et al., 2006). In long term leader-follower relationships our find-
ings suggest that both apologies and actions are important to re-
cover trust. Consistent with restorative justice and atonement
theory, followers expect some form of apology, which might
merely acknowledge that some wrong has occurred followed by
more curative, substantive action that involves making plans for
the future (Fehr & Gelfand, 2010; Goodstein et al., 2011; Ren &
Gray, 2009). Requiring both types of actions for successful trust
recovery in established relationships highlights a difference with
the short-term interactions previously studied, which found that
taking action was more important than merely apologizing or mak-
ing promises for the future (Boles et al., 2000; Bottom et al., 2002;
Lount et al., 2008; Schweitzer et al., 2006).

Competence versus integrity violations

Integrity and competence violations have dominated the trust
recovery literature, which finds that trust can be recovered by
apologizing for competence violations and that trust is maximized
by denying integrity violations (Dirks et al., 2011; Ferrin et al.,
2007; Kim et al., 2004, 2006, 2013). We found that the violations
that could be recovered included competence, integrity, and
benevolence violations. Furthermore, integrity violations com-
prised all the trust violations that were beyond recovery, confirm-
ing and extending the work on short term relationships. Severe
integrity violations are difficult to repair in leader-follower rela-
tionships, yet integrity-, competence-, and benevolence-based vio-
lations could be recovered in these close relationships if they were
not too severe and some process was initiated. Our findings there-
fore fit Tomlinson’s (2011) recent theory and Byrne et al. (in press)
data which suggest that severity is an important characteristic
overlaying the type of violation.

Who begins the process?

Our findings extend Andiappan and Trevino’s (2010) theory
proposing subordinate reactions to supervisor injustices and po-
tential restoration processes. The present findings provide empiri-
cal evidence to their deductive propositions and make propositions
that go beyond their theory. Our findings support their proposition
that the repair process needs to be initiated by the leader, and ex-
plain it as a more complex process. We found that the follower,
rather than the leader, commences the trust recovery to gain the
leader’s active engagement. Followers increase their work efforts
and raise the issue before the leaders were expected to repair the
relationship and regain their followers’ lost trust. The steps taken
by the follower serve as a call for action: By increasing involvement
in the relationship with the leader, followers hope for the leader to
reciprocate efforts. Followers perform the first initiative despite, or
due to, power asymmetry.
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Trust reservoir

Andiappan and Trevino (2010) also proposed that a trust reser-
voir is necessary for trust recovery to occur, and that the level of
extant trust mitigates the likelihood of trust recovery. Our findings
indicate that previous trust mitigates trust recovery among recov-
erable trust violations, requiring multiple occurrences before sig-
nificant decreases in follower trust in the leader crystallize.
However, irrecoverable trust violations have instant detrimental
effects on employees’ willingness to trust their leader, rather than
being softened by the initial relationship. Recoverable violations
such as excessive surveillance, unpredictable behaviors, as in
inconsistent decision-making and changing agreed goals, do not
lead to instant loss of trust, but grind off layers of trust with each
new offense, ultimately leading to a full-blown trust violation and
withdrawal from the relationship. An intervention through last
chance behaviors interrupts this sequence and creates the oppor-
tunity for trust recovery. The concept of a trust reservoir therefore
applies to recoverable trust violations, while previous levels of
trust are insignificant for irrecoverable trust violations. Irrecover-
able violations have greater emotional impact because they are
more unfair and threaten the follower’s sense of wellbeing and
deeply rooted sense of self, extending beyond the normal psycho-
logical contract to embrace the social contract of acceptable leader
behavior.

Irrecoverable violations versus mistreatment

Irrecoverable trust violations reflect the interpersonal mistreat-
ment literature, specifically abusive supervision (Tepper, 2007).
For example, Palanski, Avey, and Jiraporn (in press) have recently
found that even low levels of abusive supervision lead to employee
withdrawal. Tepper (2000) defines abusive supervision as “the sus-
tained display of hostile verbal and nonverbal behaviors, excluding
physical contact” (p. 178). Indeed, an analysis of the similarities
between our inductively developed items with those from Tepper’s
(2000) abusive supervision scale yielded overlap with our second
order coding of unkept promises, follower exploitation, deception,
and denigration (see Fig. 5). Two other aspects of irrecoverable trust
violations, however, are not represented by abusive supervision:
Unfair favoritism and deliberate information retention. These two
additional facets move away from abusive supervision toward pro-
cedural unfairness: Favoritism and information retention both con-
cern the transparency with which leaders operate, and therefore
reflect levels of informational justice (Colquitt, 2001). The present
findings augment abusive supervision research by identifying
irrevocable violations and providing evidence that some trust vio-
lations are recoverable.

The present findings also dovetail with recent findings on
destructive leadership (Einarsen, Aasland, & Skogstad, 2007; Shaw,
Erickson, & Harvey, 2011), which Krasikova, Green, and LeBreton
(2013) define as “volitional behavior by a leader that can harm
or intends to harm a leader’s organization and/or followers” (p.
1310). Irrecoverable trust violations fit this definition of destruc-
tive leadership, which distinguishes them from the recoverable
trust violations, because they are harmful, but largely uninten-
tional. In fact, this distinction helps to theoretically clarify some
of the differences between recoverable and irrecoverable catego-
ries that hold similarities. For example, disrespect for follower’s
work and denigration are similar, although we found that the for-
mer created a recoverable violation compared to the latter. They
are similar in that both involved some form of criticism concerning
the follower’s work. The disrespect dimension, however, is more
passive, such as never being satisfied with the follower’s work,
whereas the denigration dimension is more volitional and directed
toward the follower.

Violation types

Identifying the ways that leaders violate followers’ trust is one
of the major contributions of the present study. In order for
researchers to accurately assess trust violations in this unique rela-
tionship requires understanding what constitutes those violations,
and this work has not been done previously. Future research on
leader—follower trust recovery needs to examine these classes of
behavior indicated by second order codes in the figures. Doing so
triangulates with the present study and provides a more robust
understanding of how leaders recover from trust violations.

Power asymmetry

Power asymmetry characterizes the leader follower relation-
ship, and trust violation and recovery theorized in this paper stem
from the hierarchical nature of the relationship. When it comes to
initiating reconciliation, leaders hold the power and, because fol-
lowers are dependent on leaders in many ways—for support, work
allocation, approbation including pay and promotion—they do not
have equal latitude in determining how the relationship progresses
compared to their bosses.

Power asymmetry differentiates the present study on trust vio-
lations in leader-follower relationships from previous work on
trust violations that have short-term, artificial peer interactions
in bargaining or hypothetical hiring situations. The difference is
that followers in hierarchical relationships have less latitude in
their choices of whether to trust. The recoverable trust violations
identified in the present study and the mechanism for bringing
back trust exist because the followers need to develop some low
levels of trust—compared to none—in their leaders due to the very
fact that they depend on them. This power asymmetry accounts for
differences in the trust repair mechanism compared to other re-
search. Whereas researchers have found that taking substantive
action repairs trust better than apologies (e.g., Schweitzer et al.,
2006), clearing the air and then clarifying positions and responsi-
bilities are tactics preferred by followers because they need to be
able to continue in their jobs and work with their bosses.

When the violation indicates to the follower that the leader
completely lacks trustworthiness, the follower must find a way
to cope. The obvious type of withdrawal is to quit the job, thereby
negating any need to make oneself vulnerable. The other with-
drawal mechanism involves findings ways to reduce one’s vulner-
ability to the more powerful leader. White collar workers in our
sample can often find ways of reducing their vulnerability to lead-
ers who cannot be trusted. Power asymmetry therefore is a crucial
element of the typical leader follower relationship that permeates
our findings and explains the difference with trust violations in
other contexts.

Limitations & conclusion

Asking people to reflect on their past—report retrospectively—
introduces potential bias into the data and raises questions con-
cerning validity. Informants have considered their experience,
made sense of it, and formulated it as a coherent story (Andiappan
& Trevifio, 2010). Some of the trust violations are therefore biased,
such as playing favorites or not keeping promises, which are the
perceptions of the follower, but might be biased in a self-serving,
ego-protecting manner. The bias of events in our sample therefore
should be toward the more extreme trust violations because they
presumably burn more indelible images in the memory. The fact
that the recoverable violations prevailed in our sample therefore
suggests that they—along with even less severe violations of
trust—are much more prevalent than the more severe irrecover-
able violations. The purpose of the present paper is to draw these
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major distinctions. Other methods, such as diary studies, could
provide a more nuanced view of subtle trust violations and their
redevelopment over time.

A further feature of the method was that only four of the partic-
ipants actually experienced trust repair in any form, and most of
our trust recovery theory is based on reports of the procedures that
participants believed would have restored trust. These reports of
course match the four actual examples of trust repair, but prospec-
tive reporting could be biased. For example, limited experimental
research suggests that people believe that apologies will have a
much greater impact than they really do (Leunissen, 2013). Trust
recovery would be most accurately examined at the time it occurs,
which presents an obvious pragmatic difficulty. Therefore, moving
understanding of this phenomenon ahead should include attempts
at empirically testing the model of trust recovery we developed.

Another limitation of this study lies in the composition of our
sample. The fact that the respondents belong to several nationali-
ties might raise some concerns regarding the influence of the cul-
ture on the results of this study. Acknowledging this potential
influence, it is nevertheless possible to consider that our results
regarding trust violations and trust repair might not be influenced
by cultural aspects because 90% of the participants to this study
belong to Western countries. In addition, we could not make pre-
dictions about differences in culture because our sample of non-
Western participants was too small and analyses would be further
clouded by many of these participants work in Western companies.
However, cultural issues are overlooked in the trust literature and
need further investigation, as culture might influence trust devel-
opment (Schoorman, Mayer, & Davis, 2007) and the value-based
practices around trust repair (Kim et al., 2004), making this issue
ripe for future research.

Another characteristic of our sample is that we examined white
collar employees, which constrains our results to a certain set of
values and expectations that are collectively developed. Conse-
quently, expectations concerning trust and leader behavior may
vary with other occupational groupings, changing, for example,
what is considered as irrecoverable trust violations. We are aware
of no theoretical or empirical work that explains differences by
industry, and merely caution interpreting our results with the ca-
veat that they may differ for other occupational types.

The value in our approach is that it focuses on perceptions of the
behaviors that truly violate trust from the perspective of the person
who must invest in the relationship. Another perspective that could
be useful to fully understand the phenomenon is to investigate the
relationship from the leader’s point of view and determine the
threshold levels at which leaders become aware or concerned with
trust reduction in their followers. While the leader point of view
could add texture to the analysis, previous LMX research suggests
relatively low agreement in perceptions of the relationship be-
tween followers and leaders (Sin, Nahrgang, & Morgeson, 2009).

The present research provides clarification around of how lead-
ers harm their relationships with followers, which extends our
understanding of trust in leader—follower relationships by showing
how trust decays and is rebuilt naturally in normal situations and
sometimes completely destroyed. Identifying specific behaviors
that create recoverable and irrecoverable trust violations provides
a framework to investigate the process of trust ebbs and flows in
normal leader—follower relationships.
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