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Although research shows that employees’ trust and distrust in management influences their safety
behavior, less is known about how these attitudes develop. Based on two-factor models of trust, we
hypothesize that distinct trustworthiness qualities precede the development of employees’ trust and dis-
trust in their supervisors. Eighty-five UK construction employees responded to a paired comparison test
of trustworthiness qualities, which provided 56 and 53 consistent rankings for trust and distrust, respec-
tively. Consistent with our hypotheses, integrity (measured through honesty) was found to be the most
important attitude in the development of both trust and distrust, while a reversed ordering of importance
emerged for ability (measured through competence) and benevolence (measured through concern) in the
development of trust and distrust. In all cases, only a small number of qualities were most important in
the development of each attitude. We discuss how safety initiatives that focus on trust might gain by
addressing the qualities that we identify.

� 2011 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

The importance of employees’ trust in management for work-
place safety has received increasing attention within the literature
(Conchie et al., 2006; Conchie and Donald, 2008; Flin and Burns,
2004; Kath et al., 2010; Zacharatos et al., 2005). Studies show that
trust in management can increase employees’ engagement in
safety behaviors (Conchie and Donald, 2009) and reduce rates of
accidents (Zacharatos et al., 2005). They also show, conversely, that
distrust is negatively related to feelings of personal responsibility
for safety (Jeffcott et al., 2006) and is positively related to injury
rates (Conchie and Donald, 2006). Such findings suggest that orga-
nizations may benefit from developing employees’ trust in their
management and from reducing employees’ feelings of distrust.
But what is the most effective way for an organization to achieve
this?

Existing research suggests that trust develops from an individ-
ual’s beliefs about a person’s qualities, or more simply, their trust-
worthiness (e.g., Butler and Cantrell, 1984; Cook and Wall, 1980;
Hardin, 2002; Scott, 1980). In a safety context, a number of trust-
worthiness qualities have been shown to contribute to the devel-
opment of trust and distrust. For example, Conchie and Donald
(2008) have shown that employees’ trust in management is related
to qualities such as honesty, openness, and concern for others’
safety and welfare. However, while such research identifies the
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types of qualities that are important in the development of trust
and distrust, it tells us little about the relative importance of these
qualities. Typically, the available research conceptualizes the vari-
ous antecedent qualities as a single, undifferentiated construct.
This makes it impossible to identify the strongest antecedent of
trust in management with safety, and impossible to determine
whether or not the qualities that are important to the development
of trust are also those that are important to the development of
distrust.

This study unpacks the question of what qualities promote trust
and distrust by identifying the relative importance of different
trustworthiness qualities in the development of employees’ trust
and distrust in their supervisors. We focus on supervisors as the
target of ‘safety leadership’ because this level of leadership has
been shown to play a key role in shaping employees’ safety behav-
ior (e.g., Conchie and Burns, 2009; Zohar, 2000, 2002). By tackling
the question of what promotes trust and distrust, our study also
speaks to the question of whether trust and distrust exist as a sin-
gle construct or as distinct entities (Kramer, 1999). A single con-
struct view sees trust and distrust as existing at opposing ends of
a dimension, with the implication that efforts to promote trust will
also be effective at reducing distrust. In contrast, the separate con-
struct view sees no direct relationship between trust and distrust,
meaning that independent strategies may be needed to target each
attitude. In the following sections we outline the role of trust and
distrust in workplace safety and proceed to discuss the relative
importance of different antecedents in the development of these
attitudes. We then test our predictions about antecedents within
a survey study of UK construction employees.
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1.1. The impact of trust and distrust on safety

Interpersonal trust, which we define as an individual’s willing-
ness to rely on another in a risky situation (Rousseau et al., 1998),
has been shown to have a number of positive effects. It promotes
employees’ safety orientation (Zacharatos et al., 2005), intentions
to modify risk-taking behaviors (Conchie and Burns, 2009),
engagement in safety citizenship behaviors (Conchie and Donald,
2009), and safety performance rates (Tharaldsen et al., 2010). Part
of the success of trust is attributed to the fact that it promotes high
quality social exchange relationships where behaviors are based on
mutual obligation and reciprocation (Blau, 1964). In these relation-
ships, an employee who trusts their supervisor with safety may
experience a sense of obligation to ‘repay’ their supervisor’s posi-
tive actions by engaging in discretionary acts that benefit work-
place safety (Kath et al., 2010; Zacharatos et al., 2005). Another
way that trust may influence employees’ safety is by increasing
the extent to which they are receptive to a supervisor’s influence.
For example, Cox et al. (2004) argued that reporting systems re-
quire a ‘foundation’ (or climate) of trust to be effective, which is
supported by evidence showing that trust moderates supervisors’
impact on employees’ behaviors (Conchie and Donald, 2009).
Regardless of the mode of influence, these studies suggest that
trust positively impacts workplace safety.

In contrast to trust, interpersonal distrust reflects negative
expectations about another’s conduct (Lewicki et al., 1998). The
few studies that have examined distrust in the domain of safety
suggest that it plays a largely negative role. For example, in the off-
shore industry, Fleming and Lardner (2001) implicated a lack of
trust in unsuccessful safety initiatives. Similarly, Conchie and
Donald (2006) report a positive association between distrust in
management and incidents of poor safety. Part of the reason for
the negative effects of distrust may relate to its power to promote
psychological distress, cognitive strain, and withdrawal from a
relationship (Dirks and Ferrin, 2002). Reactions such as these pro-
mote employees’ hyper-vigilance, reduced concentration on the
current task, and increase the risk of accidents. However, although
distrust may often have a negative impact on work-based perfor-
mance, it can play a positive role. For example, the increase in vig-
ilance and wariness created by distrust has been suggested as
being essential for a healthy and resilient organization (Barber,
1983; Shapiro, 1987). This positive role is important because it
indicates that distrust should not be conceptualized simply as
the flip side of trust.

1.2. What determines employee trust and distrust?

There is wide agreement that trust and distrust attitudes devel-
op from beliefs about another person’s trustworthiness (Butler,
1991; Butler and Cantrell, 1984; Cook and Wall, 1980), which
may be deconstructed into a number of ‘forms’ of ‘qualities’ (Butler,
1991). Broadly speaking, these qualities are characterized by three
main categories: Ability, which reflects the person’s competence to
carry out a task; Integrity, which reflects the extent to which the
person is honest and open in sharing information; and Benevo-
lence, which reflects the extent to which the person shows concern
for another’s welfare (Mayer et al., 1995). Interestingly, these same
categories capture the trustworthiness antecedents of distrust. For
example, studies of betrayal within organizations show that dis-
trust develops when expectations relating to another person’s
trustworthiness (e.g., their integrity) have been violated (Bies and
Tripp, 1996; Robinson, 1996). In line with this, Conchie and Donald
(2008) found that safety-specific distrust was linked to acts such as
lying and maliciously withholding information, while Burns et al.
(2006) used acts indicative of trustworthiness violations as a reli-
able measure of implicit distrust in their study of safety culture.
Although a number of theoretical frameworks can be used to
understand the links between trustworthiness qualities and
trust–distrust, one approach that has gained empirical attention
is the concept of ‘hierarchically restrictive schemas’ (Kim et al.,
2006). According to Reeder and Brewer (1979), hierarchically
restrictive schemas reflect people’s assumption that being at the
lower end of an attribute continuum will restrict an individual’s
behavior, while people at the upper extreme of the continuum
are not restricted in their behaviors. For example, as Kim et al.
(2006) argue, people intuitively believe that those with low com-
petence can only perform at levels commensurate with their low
level of competence, while those high in competence are capable
of performing at many levels depending on the difficulty of the task
and their motivation to perform. Behavior suggesting high compe-
tence is thus seen as representative of a person’s disposition, while
behavior suggesting low competence is not seen as a strong indica-
tor of an actor’s disposition (since both those high and low on this
attribute can act in this way). Drawing on Kim et al.’s (2006) appli-
cation of this model to trust violations, this form of inequality or
hierarchy among schemas implies three things.

The first thing that hierarchically restrictive schemas imply is
that a lack of integrity carries strong diagnostic information about
another’s trustworthiness. These schemas suggest that a single act
of dishonesty is strong evidence that the person lacks integrity,
since only people high on this attribute will perform in this way
(Kim et al., 2006). However, the reverse may also be true, since
being honest about safety may only occur among those high on this
attribute. This is particularly true if honest communication re-
ceives negative feedback from management (Tucker et al., 2008)
or implicates some form of blame or whistle blowing. For these
reasons, it is likely that another’s level of integrity will be attrib-
uted internally to the individual (rather than to some external fac-
tor), and consequently it will be important in both trust and
distrust development. Colquitt et al.’s (2007) meta-analysis of the
trust literature supports this prediction. They found that employ-
ees’ trust in supervisors was predicted most strongly by employ-
ees’ beliefs about the supervisor’s integrity. In individual
populations, this finding has been reported for cadets’ trust in their
leader (Lapidot et al., 2007), and offshore workers’ safety-specific
trust in management (Conchie and Donald, 2008). Studies in trust
repair have also shown that integrity-based violations result in a
greater reduction of trust when compared to ability-based viola-
tions (Ferrin et al., 2007; Kim et al., 2006), while Keyton and Smith
(2009) found that being closed, inconsistent and disloyal were
qualities prominent in the development of distrust.

Hypothesis 1. A leader’s level of integrity will rank as most
important in the development of both trust and distrust.

A second implication of hierarchically restrictive schemas,
which contrasts the previous point on integrity, is that ability plays
a major role in trust development but a minor role in distrust
development. For example, an act showing a high level of ability
would be considered as being a strong indicator of trustworthiness
as only people of a certain aptitude can perform at this level (based
on the principle that people low on an attribute are restricted in
their behaviors). However, a single act of inability is weak evidence
that a person is untrustworthy (i.e., incompetent) as both able and
less able individuals can make mistakes. Consistent with these
arguments, research has shown that ability carries important infor-
mation for trust development (Madon et al., 1997), presumably be-
cause it offers an objective measure of the credentials of the leader
and how much they may be relied upon (or trusted at this level). In
relation to distrust, however, studies have found that a lack of abil-
ity is among the least influential qualities in the development of
this attitude (Keyton and Smith, 2009), with some studies finding
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no evidence for its importance (Conchie and Donald, 2008). As sug-
gested by Conchie and Donald, a lack of ability might feature little
in the development of distrust as these acts may be attributed to
external sources, such as being tasked with jobs that the person
has not be trained to deal with.

Hypothesis 2. A leader’s level of ability will rank among the most
important qualities for trust development, and will rank among the
least important in the development of distrust.

A third implication of hierarchical restrictive schemas, not dis-
cussed by Kim et al. (2006), is that benevolence plays a more
important role in the development of distrust than trust. This is
owing to the fact that acts indicative of high levels of benevolence
may be performed by those both high and low on this attribute
(thus weakening its diagnostic value), while acts indicating low
benevolence may only be performed by those low on this attribute.
For example, Grant and Mayer (2009) showed that helping behav-
iors in organizations are performed both by those with pro-social
motives (concern for others [or benevolent motives]) and those
with impression management motives (desire to create a good per-
sonal impression [or self-serving motives]). In relation to acts
showing low benevolence, studies suggest that these are unlikely
among those high on this attribute as their altruistic drive leads
them to continue to help others irrespective of cots to themselves
(e.g., Barnes et al., 2008).

In line with this third point, Lapidot et al. (2007) suggested that
acts of benevolence are less important in trust development as
they extend beyond formal role expectations. Fulfilling the role
of a leader does not call for the development of a personal attach-
ment with employees, which is something that benevolence (i.e.,
care and concern) signifies. While acts of benevolence may lead
to trust, they are not essential for its development. Support for this
proposal comes from a number of theoretical trust models. For
example, Lewis and Weigert (1985; see also McAllister, 1995) ar-
gue that affect-based trust, as defined by acts of benevolence,
stems from a basis of cognition-based trust defined by another’s
reliability. Lewicki and Bunker (1996) make a similar proposal by
suggesting that knowledge-based trust gives rise to identifica-
tion-based trust in which displays of empathy are central. More-
over, in the few studies on distrust, acts indicative of
malevolence feature strongly (Conchie and Donald, 2008).

Hypothesis 3. A leader’s level of benevolence will rank among the
most important qualities in the development of distrust, and will
rank among the least important qualities in the development of
trust.
1 Note that the use of students rather than employees does not reduce the validity
f the analysis since the exercise is aimed at categorization of trust qualities, not their
lationship to employee safety behavior. Considerable research shows that trust is

eneral and does not vary across subpopulations (Dirks and Ferrin, 2002; Hardin,
002; Mayer et al., 1995).
1.3. Current study

The current study was conducted in the construction industry.
Latest official statistics show that this sector ranks among the most
dangerous in terms of accidents and injuries, both in Europe and
Internationally (European Agency for Safety and Health at Work,
2010; US Department of Labor BLS, 2009). In 2009/2010, the UK
construction industry had the highest rate of fatal injuries
(N = 42), followed by agriculture (N = 38) and manufacturing
(N = 25). Construction also had the highest rate of reportable
non-fatal injuries at 1300 per 100,000, which is statistically higher
than the average across all industries (UK HSE, 2010). Studies sug-
gest that one way to improve safety within this sector, as in others,
is through supervisor commitment to safety (e.g., Choudhry and
Fang, 2008; Melia et al., 2008). Supervisors have regular contact
with employees and in doing so have a direct impact on their
safety behaviors. For this reason, we focus on supervisors as our
target of ‘safety leadership.’
2. Methods

2.1. Participants

Participants were 85 front-line employees recruited from a sin-
gle building site in the UK. All employees on site during the time of
data collection were asked to participate. To encourage participa-
tion, employees were assured that their responses were being re-
corded anonymously and that they would only be viewed by the
research team (i.e., not viewed by the organization or its manage-
ment). All employees that were approached agreed to participate
in the study and completed the task on site and during working
hours. The sample comprised males with an average age of
33 years (SD = 10.8; Range 18–66 years). The average working ten-
ure of the sample within the construction industry was 13 years
(SD = 11.5; Range 3 months–42 years).
2.2. Materials and procedure

To identify the relative importance of different trustworthiness
qualities in trust–distrust development, we used Thurstone’s
paired comparison method. This method involves comparing a
range of items (e.g., trustworthiness qualities) against each other
in order to reveal a relative ranking of importance. Specifically,
the procedure involves presenting participants with a series of
item pairs, from which they then select the item that is ‘more’ or
‘higher’ on some judgment criterion (e.g., promoting a higher level
of trust). Comparing each quality with all others in this way reveals
their relative ordering, and is argued to represent participants’
internal representation of some construct. In this case, the relative
ordering reflects the importance of different trustworthiness qual-
ities to employees’ trust or distrust in safety leadership.

This approach has been used successfully in research on public
trust (Weyman et al., 2006) and has the advantage of being simple
to administer. Compared to ordinal ranking, paired comparisons do
not require participants to simultaneously compare a large number
of items, and so avoids problems associated with cognitive over-
load. Moreover, because paired comparisons force participants to
express a preference between the various qualities, the technique
avoids problems associated with indistinguishable results (i.e., re-
sults that fail to show one quality as being more important than
another).

Construction workers were presented with random parings of
eight trustworthiness qualities that were framed positively in
judgments of trust (e.g., ‘Supervisor A is honest about safety’) and
negatively in judgments of distrust (e.g., ‘Supervisor A lies about
safety’). These eight trustworthiness qualities were taken from an
initial list of 15 qualities drawn from the trust literature (e.g., Clark
and Payne, 1997; Mayer et al., 1995). The original 15 qualities were
reduced to eight following Weyman et al. (2006) recommendation
that a maximum of nine entities (e.g., qualities) can be used in a
full design of paired comparisons, due to the fact that additional
items increase the number of required comparisons exponentially
to beyond what can reasonably be presented to participants. The
initial list of 15 qualities was reduced to eight qualities by using
a pre-screening. Consistent with Burns et al. (2006), we asked a
convenience sample of undergraduate students1 (N = 20) to assign
o
re
g
2
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each quality to the category of ‘Ability’, ‘Integrity’, ‘Benevolence’ or
‘Miscellaneous’. We then asked them to state how representative
(1: least representative to 10: most representative) they believed
the quality was of that category (e.g., ‘‘How much do you believe this
quality [e.g., competence] indicates this category [e.g., ability]’’). To
check that participants were completing the task as required, we in-
cluded twelve core qualities (i.e., care, competent, concern, consis-
tency, experienced, expertise, honest, kind, knowledgeable, moral
values, open, and thoughtful) that feature frequently in trustworthi-
ness studies, and three non-core qualities (i.e., ambitious, elaborate
and persuasive) that feature in studies of trust more generally. We
expected and found that non-core qualities would be assigned to
the category of Miscellaneous.

The qualities that were both correctly allocated to their cate-
gory, and assigned the highest representativeness score, were re-
tained in the main study. The final qualities that were regarded
as most representative of Ability were ‘Expertise’ and ‘Compe-
tence’; of Integrity were ‘Openness’, ‘Honesty’, ‘Consistency’, and
‘Moral values’; and of Benevolence were ‘Care’ and ‘Concern’. In
the case of the Integrity qualities, participants regarded the four
qualities as equally representative of this category. For this reason
we included all four qualities in the main study as it was not pos-
sible to differentiate between them at this stage.

Paired comparisons of each trustworthiness quality with all
other qualities resulted in a total of 56-paired comparisons for
use in the main study with construction workers (28 for trust
and 28 for distrust; see Table 1). For each comparison, participants
in the main study were asked to circle which supervisor (described
as showing one of the eight qualities) they would trust (or distrust)
the most with safety. An example of a paired comparison is, ‘Super-
visor X is open about safety’ vs. ‘Supervisor Y is an expert in safety
policy and procedures’. The order in which the participants were
presented with trust and distrust pairings was counterbalanced
across the group. Half of the participants were randomly assigned
to the condition in which they received the 28 trust pairings fol-
lowed by the 28 distrust pairings; the other half were randomly as-
signed to the condition in which they received the 28 distrust
pairings followed by the 28 trust pairings. The order of condition
did not influence the results.

3. Results

Prior to the main analysis, data were screened for completeness
and Judge Circular Triads (JCT). JCTs are a measure of inconsistent
responding that manifest as a circular triad (i.e., A is favored over B,
B favored over C, but C favored over A) within the data. Assuming
an approximate v2 distribution, JCTs indicate the number of incon-
sistent relationships within the data, and the degree of random
Table 1
Paired trustworthiness comparisons.

Expert-Honest Honest-Care Consistent-
Competent

Moral-Concern

Competent-
Moral

Open-Expert Concern-
Consistent

Open-Consistent

Consistent-Care Care-Concern Expert-Care Competent-
Concern

Open-Concern Honest-
Consistent

Honest-Moral Expert-
Consistent

Moral-Expert Moral-Open Exert-Competent Care-Moral
Honest-

Competent
Concern-
Honest

Open-Honest Open-Competent

Expert-Concern Open-Care Competent-Care Consistent-Moral

Note: The eight trustworthiness qualities were taken from an initial list of 15
qualities that reflected ambitious, care, competent, concern, consistency, elaborate,
experienced, expertise, honest, kind, knowledgeable, moral values, open, persua-
sive, and thoughtful.
responding. When the number of JCTs exceeds the maximum
acceptable for the data, the case is removed.

An inspection of the data identified four cases that were incom-
plete. These were removed from further analysis. The remaining
cases were then screened for JCTs using Kendall’s (1955) method.2

This analysis identified a significant number of JCTs (more than eight
JCT in the current data) in 25 participants’ trust data, and 28 partic-
ipants’ distrust data. A comparison of the results with these cases re-
moved and these cases included showed no differences in the order
given to distrust qualities. However, the order given to the trust
qualities differed in the form of reversed positioning for Competence
and Care. For this reason, the shortened data set that had the incon-
sistent triadic relationships omitted was used in the main analyses.
This left a final sample of 56 participants in the trust data and 53
participants in the distrust data.

3.1. Hypothesis testing

To identify the relative ordering of qualities in the development
of trust and distrust in supervisors, Thurston’s Case V approach
was used. The Case V approach compares psychological stimuli,
such as trust qualities, along a common scale by recognizing that,
because responses are normally distributed, the average response
is a good representation of where the stimuli falls on the scale rel-
ative to other stimuli. To derive the Case V scales, we constructed
two frequency matrices (one for trust and one for distrust) that
captured how often the participants ranked each of the eight qual-
ities above one another. These frequency matrices were trans-
formed into proportional matrices and then used to derive
normal deviates for each quality’s ranking. The mean score of the
normal deviates were summed to give an overall score, and this
was converted into a z-score; the descending order of which de-
noted the relative order of each quality in the development of trust
and distrust in safety leaders (see Dunn-Rankin et al., 2004).

Fig. 1 shows the standardized normal deviate for each trustwor-
thiness quality as a function of trust and distrust. On this Figure, a
quality associated with a standardized normal deviate greater than
0.0 was ranked by participants as more important than average in
the development of the relevant attitude. In contrast, a quality
associated with a standardized normal deviate less than 0.0 was
ranked by participants as less important than average to the devel-
opment of the attitude. The further away a quality is from the mid-
point on the scale (i.e., 0.0), the greater the deviation from average.
The horizontal lines that connect the qualities give an indication of
how similar the rank of qualities are for the development of trust
and distrust. If the trustworthiness qualities played equivalent
roles in the development of trust and distrust, then Fig. 1 would
contain horizontal lines that did not cross one another. When a
quality positions differently in the development of trust and dis-
trust, this leads to a diagonal line that may cross other lines (i.e.,
inversions in the ranking). The number of lines that a diagonal line
crosses provides an indication of how far apart the quality is
ranked in the development of trust and distrust.

As can be seen from Fig. 1, the ranking of the qualities in rela-
tion to the development of trust shows some similarities and dif-
ferences compared to the rankings for distrust. In the case of
both trust and distrust, Honesty (or dishonesty) ranks as most
important in attitude development. This supports our prediction
that integrity is the most important quality in the development
of trust and distrust (Hypothesis 1). However, this support is only
partial, since the integrity indicators of Moral value and Openness
rank among those that are least important to the development of
each attitude. This is particularly true in relation to the develop-
2 JCT ¼ KðK � 1Þ=2ðK � 1Þ=12�
P

a2
ij=2.
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ment of trust, where participants ranked Openness and Moral va-
lue as the least significant qualities.

The results also show some support for our prediction that a
leader’s ability is important to the development of trust but less
important to the development of distrust (Hypothesis 2). Specifi-
cally, the qualities of Competence and Expertise rank higher in re-
sponses relating to the development of trust (mean z = .09) than
they do in responses relating to the development of distrust (mean
z = �.74). Moreover, Competence in particular comes second only
to Honesty in the development of trust, but it is below qualities
relating to benevolence (i.e., Caring and Concern) in the develop-
ment of distrust.

Our third prediction was that a leader’s level of benevolence
will rank among the most important qualities in the development
of distrust, but will rank among the least important qualities in the
development of trust (Hypothesis 3). This prediction is supported
by the higher rank of the qualities Caring and Concern in relation
to the development of distrust (mean z = .37) compared to the
development of trust (mean z = .25). However, as can be seen on
Fig. 1, although the rankings are in the predicted direction, and
the benevolence qualities are separated by Consistent (an integrity
quality) in the trust rankings but not in the distrust rankings, the
relative importance of these qualities to the development of trust
and distrust is reasonably stable across the two attitude types.

4. Discussion

This study set out to identify the relative importance of differ-
ent trustworthiness qualities in the development of trust and dis-
trust in safety leadership. Drawing on existing literature, we
predicted that the development of these attitudes would not mir-
ror one another. The results of a paired comparison task with con-
struction employees offered some support to our predictions. The
results showed that employees’ trust in safety leadership was most
influenced by indicators of the leader’s integrity and ability. How-
ever, their distrust in safety leadership was influenced most
strongly by indicators of the leader’s lack of integrity and benevo-
lence. These results contribute to the debate concerning whether
or not trust and distrust are distinct constructs or part of the same
continuum. The growing consensus appears to support the former
perspective (e.g., Burns et al., 2006; Keyton and Smith, 2009; Lap-
idot et al., 2007; Lewicki et al., 1998), and the inconsistent posi-
tioning of qualities other than honesty in relation to trust and
distrust development adds to this support.

In line with our predictions, we found that honesty ranks as
most important in the development of employees’ trust and dis-
trust in safety leadership. This is consistent with recent meta-anal-
ysis results emphasizing the importance of integrity in the
development of trust in supervisors (Colquitt et al., 2007). It also
supports the use of integrity as a way to define trust and predict
work-related outcomes (Albrecht, 2002; Dineen et al., 2006; Ferrin
et al., 2006). However, and importantly, this support is limited to
the quality of Honesty. Our results suggest that in a safety context,
qualities such as Openness and Moral value rank relatively low in
the qualities that determine the development of trust. That this is
true for Openness is particularly surprising given its frequent cou-
pling with honesty as a quality that leads to trust (e.g., Conchie and
Donald, 2008). One possible explanation is that attributions about
another’s disposition are moderated, to some extent, by context
(Reeder and Brewer, 1979). For example, a supervisor may wish
to be open with employees, but employees may be aware that this
is prohibited at times by law (as in the case of investigations) or
company policy. It is more difficult, however, to attribute instances
of honesty to external situations to explain why a leader may wish
to be honest with employees, but is prevented from being so by
external factors.

In relation to a leader’s ability and benevolence, the results
showed some evidence of reversed importance in the development
of trust and distrust. Consistent with hierarchically restrictive
schemas, and Kim et al.’s (2004) arguments around trust repair,
our results implicate ability as being more important than benev-
olence in the development of trust, and benevolence as being more
important than ability in the development of distrust. This was
most apparent in the development of distrust, where the qualities
Care and Concern produced higher average levels of distrust when
they were regarded as being unmet. Although Expertise ranked
low in the development of distrust, thus supporting our argument,
its low rank in the trust rating raises questions over its importance
in this context. The results suggest that Expertise, and to some ex-
tent Moral values and Openness, carry little diagnostic weight
when employees decide whether to trust or distrust safety leader-
ship. At a practical level, our results suggest that initiatives direc-
ted at trust will not ensure immunity against distrust. For
example, developing competent leaders will be effective for devel-
oping employees’ trust in this target, but it will not protect against
the development of distrust. In contrast, ensuring that leaders do
not violate employees’ beliefs concerning their benevolence will
protect against distrust, but will not be the most effective way to
develop employees’ trust.

Although the paired comparison approach has proven a useful
and alternative way to examine the drivers of employees’ attitudes,
it is not without its limitations. One limitation relates to the fact
that paired comparisons force participants to make a decision even
in situations where they may be ambivalent. We reduced the
impact of this limitation by omitting cases with incomplete data,
and with inconsistent triads. When genuine ambiguity exists, we
might expect to find random responding and consequently
inconsistent triads within the data. In cases where inconsistent
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responding posed reliability threats, these cases were omitted from
the main analysis. The trade-off for addressing the potential
ambivalent responses in this way is, of course, a reduction in our
initial sample size and consequent questions that may arise over
the generalisability of our results.

Another limitation relates to the unequal number of qualities
that we used to measure Ability, Integrity and Benevolence. We
had four qualities measuring integrity, compared to two qualities
for ability and benevolence. Consequently, it may be argued that
integrity was of greater salience to participants and as such, was
signaled as being most important.3 Two reasons lead us to believe
that this possibility posed minimal problems for the current study
results. First, if the number of qualities for integrity biased partici-
pants responding to these qualities, then we might expect these
qualities to occupy the top four ranks and produce above average
levels of trust and distrust. However, we did not find this pattern. In-
stead, we found that only Honesty was ranked as most important in
the development of trust and distrust, with qualities such as Moral
value and Openness among the least important. Second, and some-
what related, while integrity was represented by more qualities
overall, each individual quality was presented with the same fre-
quency as every other quality. For this reason, we cannot assert that
Honesty ranked first due to a more frequent presentation to partic-
ipants. Thus, while it is possible that the number of stimuli influ-
enced results, these effects are likely minimal. Theoretical
explanations regarding the ways in which people make attributions
about another’s disposition using contextual information (see ear-
lier) are better able to account for these results than a methodolog-
ical artifact argument.

In conclusion, this study emphasizes the importance of Honesty
from safety leaders in the development of trust and distrust. This
quality, more than others, is important for promoting trust and
avoiding problems of distrust. Qualities that appear to be less
important in the development of these attitudes are Expertise,
Openness and Moral value. These qualities produce lower than
average levels of trust and distrust when they are respectively dis-
played or violated. On a more macro level, and in line with Burns
et al. (2006), the results suggest that trust and distrust should be
considered as distinct constructs and approached as such. Initia-
tives that focus on developing trust, for example, should pay more
attention to perceptions of a leader’s competence, while those fo-
cused on reducing distrust may be better focused on reducing
employees’ perceptions that a leader lacks care or concern for oth-
ers’ safety and welfare. What both sets of findings agree on, how-
ever, is the importance of honesty. Its presence serves to increase
trust while its violation serves to increase distrust.
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