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Abstract 

We study when and why perceptions of trustworthiness trickle down the organizational 

hierarchy to influence the performance of subordinates. Building on social learning theory, 

we argue that when supervisors perceive their managers as trustworthy, subordinates are 

more likely to also perceive their supervisor as trustworthy, which in turn enhances 

subordinate performance. We further argue that this trickle-down effect of trustworthiness 

perceptions emerges especially when the manager invites the supervisor to participate in 

decision-making. Finally, we propose that social learning processes that lead to supervisors 

exhibiting more trusting behavior toward their subordinates mediate this trickle-down effect. 

We find support for our predictions across one multisource field study (Study 1) and two 

experiments (Studies 2 and 3) that both employ a yoked design. This research represents the 

first attempt to examine trickle-down effects related to trustworthiness, its impact on 

performance, and the mediating mechanisms by which those effects emerge.  This research 

also provides the first empirical evidence about the role that social learning processes play in 

explaining trickle-down processes.  

 

Key words: Trust, Trustworthiness, Trickle Down, Participation, Performance, Social 

Learning Theory  
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The Trickle-Down Effects of Perceived Trustworthiness on Subordinate Performance 

The existence of trusting relationships is critical for the effective functioning of 

organizations (Dirks & Ferrin, 2001; Kramer, 1999). There are many benefits when 

organizational members trust their colleagues and managers, including higher organizational 

commitment, more cooperation and citizenship behaviors, and better individual job 

performance (Colquitt, Scott, & LePine, 2007; Dirks & Ferrin, 2002). In turn, these variables 

stimulate the performance of the organization (e.g., Gelade & Ivery, 2003; Podsakoff, 

Whiting, Podsakoff, & Blume, 2009). 

In the organizational behavior literature two dominating definitions of trust exist. 

First, Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, and Camerer (1998) defined trust as “a psychological state 

comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based upon positive expectations of the 

intentions or behavior of another” p. 395). Second, Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman (1995) 

defined trust as “willingness to be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on the 

expectation that the other will perform a particular action important to the trustor” (p. 712). 

Both definitions emphasize the same two primary components that make up trust, which are 

the intention to accept vulnerability (e.g., Boon & Holmes, 1991; Govier, 1994; Zand, 1972) 

and positive expectations about one’s interaction partner (e.g., Barber, 1983; Cook & Wall, 

1980; Roberts & O’Reilly, 1974).  

The literature further suggests that perceptions of trustworthiness of another party – 

which reflect judgments about the extent to which one perceives the other person as 

trustworthy, a characteristic that makes them a favourable exchange partner (see Mayer et al., 

1995) – are central in understanding the emergence of trust (Colquitt et al., 2007), as these 

perceptions promote positive expectations that the other party will act in honest and non-

exploitative ways (Fulmer & Gelfand, 2012; Ross & LaCroix, 1996; M. Williams, 2001). As 

we will elaborate later, these specific relationships between trust and trustworthiness are 
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important for the development of our conceptual model. 

So far, the research literature on trust development has primarily focused on the 

development of interpersonal trust as based on the behaviors, attitudes, and traits of the 

individuals displayed within specific dyadic interactions (Flores & Solomon, 1998; Holmes, 

1991; Kosfeld, Heinrichs, Zak, Fischbacher, & Fehr, 2005; Rempel, Holmes, & Zanna, 1985; 

Zand, 1972). For example, studies have examined the importance of the trustor’s 

characteristics, such as trust propensity (Rotter, 1967, 1971), and the perceived characteristics 

of the trustee, such as integrity, benevolence, and ability (Mayer et al., 1995), as antecedents 

of how interpersonal trust develops (Colquitt et al., 2007; Lewicki, Tomlinson, & Gillespie, 

2006). 

However, trusting relationships develop not only within the constraints of one specific 

dyadic relationship. Early theoretical work has postulated that interpersonal trust needs to be 

placed in a social context (Arrow, 1974; Cook & Hardin, 2001; Kramer, 1999; Read, 1962). 

Kramer (1996), for example, noted more than two decades ago, “theory on trust and 

distrust…has remained surprisingly acontextual” (p. 237). In the meantime, this theoretical 

proposition has received some initial empirical support as well, from studies using network 

analysis (Ferrin, Dirks, & Shah, 2006; Gupta, Ho, Pollack, & Lai, 2016) and trust-transfer 

perspectives (Fulmer & Ostroff, 2017) to demonstrate that the effects of interpersonal trust 

are indeed socially embedded.   

In the present paper, we echo the message of these studies with respect to the 

importance of examining the development of interpersonal trust as nested within a rich social 

context.  We do so by following the assumption of Colquitt et al. (2017), who note that “the 

concept of trustworthiness [emphasis added] is central to understanding and predicting trust 

levels” (p. 910).  The few studies in previous research that have explored how interpersonal 

trust develops within a socially embedded environment have also examined the role of 
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trustworthiness perceptions (Ferrin et al., 2006; Fulmer & Ostroff, 2017).  In line with these 

studies, we therefore will focus on how – based on characteristics and behaviors – trustors 

come to perceive other organizational members as trustworthy (i.e., perceived 

trustworthiness; Colquitt et al., 2007).   

However, in contrast to prior research that looks at the trustworthiness perceptions for 

a single individual across different interpersonal relationships (Ferrin et al, 2006; Fulmer & 

Ostroff, 2017; Gupta et al., 2016), we examine separate sets of perceptions transpiring in the 

minds of separate individuals at different levels of the organization.1 In particular, we 

investigate how a target person’s (i.e., a supervisor) perception of how trustworthy a higher-

level party (i.e., a manager) is influences how trustworthy a lower-level party (i.e., a 

subordinate) perceives the target person (supervisor) to be. Thus, our research explicitly 

integrates the hierarchical context in which different interpersonal relationships are situated. 

That is, we examine how trustworthiness perceptions at higher levels in the organization 

affect how trustworthiness perceptions develop at lower levels (leader–subordinate 

relationships) and consequently, how those trustworthiness perceptions impact subordinate 

performance. In contrast to prior research, therefore, we are interested in how trustworthiness 

perceptions trickle down the organizational hierarchy, from higher to lower levels (see 

Fulmer & Gelfand, 2012 for a similar suggestion), to influence performance. 

A trickle-down effect is defined as a process “in which the perceptions, attitudes, or 

behaviors of one individual (i.e., a manager) influence the perceptions, attitudes or behaviors 

of a second individual (i.e., a supervisor), which then influence the perceptions, attitudes, or 

behavior of a third individual (i.e., a subordinate)” (Wo, Ambrose, & Schminke, 2015; p. 

1848).2  We employ this trickle-down approach to test whether a supervisor’s perception that 

                                                           
1 We use the notion of level to refer to a hierarchical level of management within the organization, which is 

different from Fulmer and Gelfand (2012), who use the notion of level to refer to the level of analysis of a study. 
2 Fulmer and Ostroff (2017) recently examined interpersonal trust in a hierarchical setting by looking at what 

they call a trickle-up effect. However, based on the definition of a trickle-down effect presented in the literature 
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his/her manager is trustworthy will positively affect how trustworthy a subordinate perceives 

that supervisor to be and whether this will in turn influence subordinate performance.  

We draw on social learning theory (Bandura, 1977, 1986) to develop our predictions 

regarding the emergence of a trickle-down model of trustworthiness perceptions. In doing so, 

we create a conditional indirect-effects model that illustrates our predictions regarding the 

pattern by which trustworthiness perceptions trickle down the organizational hierarchy to 

influence subordinate performance. We do this by specifying both the processes by which 

that happens (the underlying mediating mechanisms) and the conditions under which those 

processes will be most pronounced (the moderators of those mediation processes).   

Based on social learning theory, we argue that the process by which trustworthiness 

perceptions trickle down via social learning involves a critical interaction between a 

supervisor and a manager. We suggest that supervisors are a linking pin between 

management and subordinates and in this role they are motivated to learn about the way 

trusting relationships are built in the organization. To create such a learning experience, 

supervisors actively look at their relationship with their manager (Bandura, 1986). 

Specifically, building on the earlier-mentioned alignment between trustworthiness and trust 

(Colquitt et al., 2007; Fulmer & Gelfand, 2012), we expect that when supervisors perceive 

their manager as trustworthy, they hold a positive expectation that the manager will act in 

ways that justifies this perception (Mayer et al., 1995). We argue that this learning experience 

can be created by the manager inviting the supervisor to participate in decision-making, 

                                                           
(see Wo et al., 2015), the emergence of a trust trickle-up effect would require that a subordinate’s trust in his/her 

supervisor influences the trust that the supervisor has in his/her manager, and so on, up the organizational 

hierarchy. In other words, just as with a trickle-down effect, a trickle-up effect would involve testing the 

influence of “perceptions, attitudes or behaviors” across different individuals at different levels of the 

organizational hierarchy. The Fulmer and Ostroff (2017) paper did not do this.  Rather, it explored how a single 

subordinate’s trust in his/her direct supervisor predicted that same subordinate’s trust in a higher-level 

supervisor. In other words, Fulmer and Ostroff examined how the trust judgments of a single employee might 

generalize across levels. This is an interesting question. However, because they explored a series of trust 

judgments that are all transpiring in the mind of a single person, it is fair to note that this does not involve a 

trickle process, at least as it is commonly understood in the trickle literature. 
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which will activate the existence of a high-trust relationship between manager and supervisor 

(Jones & George, 1998). The emergence of this trusting relationship is expected to serve as a 

basis for the supervisor to learn from, regarding how to act towards his/her own subordinates. 

This will involve supervisors engaging in trust behavior—behaviorally displaying 

vulnerability and positive expectations (Mayer et al., 1995) toward subordinates—which will 

aid in creating a trusting relationship with them. Subordinates will in turn perceive a 

supervisor who engages in trust behavior as trustworthy, which will then exert a positive 

effect on the subordinate performance. Figure 1 illustrates our conceptual model (explained 

in more detail below), and we test the components of this model across three studies.  

Our research makes several theoretical contributions. First, by focusing on the impact 

of the hierarchical setting and employing a trickle-down paradigm, we can examine how one 

individual´s perceptions of trustworthiness at one level influences the trustworthiness 

perceptions of another individual at a lower level. To the best of our knowledge, we are the 

first to examine how trustworthiness perceptions trickle down through individuals at various 

hierarchical levels. We further contribute to the trust and trickle-down literatures by 

identifying how engaging in trust behavior facilitates the trickling down of trustworthiness 

perceptions to ultimately influence subordinate performance. Building on the two dominant 

definitions of trust in the literature that we noted earlier, we conceptualize the behavioral 

engagement to trust by focusing on the behavioral displays of vulnerability (Kramer, 1999) 

and positive expectations (Mayer et al., 1995). Our approach is therefore an integrative one 

because we examine how trust behavior mediates the trickling down of trustworthiness 

perceptions. 

Second, we build on social learning theory (Bandura, 1986) to craft our prediction 

regarding the dynamic interplay between trust behavior and trustworthiness perceptions at 

different levels (see also Fulmer & Gelfand, 2012). Although prior work has used social 
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learning theory as a guiding theoretical framework for trickle-down effects, it has not been 

empirically verified that social learning is the actual mediating mechanism by which trickle-

down effects emerge. As Wo and colleagues (2015, p. 1849) noted recently regarding our 

theoretical understanding of trickle effects, “none of the existing research empirically 

examines the proposed [theoretical] processes.”  Wo et al.’s (2015) study provided the first 

solid evidence of the specific mediating mechanisms involved in trickle-down processes. 

Interestingly, it showed that social exchange rather than social learning processes mediated 

justice trickle-down effects. In the present study, we provide empirical evidence regarding the 

mechanism that drives trust trickle-down effects and our results diverge strongly from the 

findings of Wo et al. (2015). Specifically, we provide direct empirical evidence that social 

learning processes are the driving mechanism by which supervisors are motivated to act in 

trusting ways toward subordinates who then, in turn, perceive the supervisor as trustworthy. 

These results thus represent an important contribution to the trickle-down literature and 

illustrate that different processes underlie the trickle-down effects of different (but related) 

concepts like trustworthiness and justice. 

Finally, prior research has revealed evidence that perceiving leaders as trustworthy is 

positively associated with subordinate performance (Dirks, 2000; Dirks & Ferrin, 2001; Dirks 

& Skarlicki, 2009; Earley, 1986; Gupta et al., 2016; Li & Tan, 2013; cf. Mayer & Gavin, 

2005). However, it is fair to note that research in this area has also produced mixed findings 

and therefore scholars agree that performance resulting from trust should be addressed more 

in future research (see De Jong et al., in press; Fulmer & Gelfand, 2012). By employing a 

trickle-down paradigm, we introduce a direct (supervisor–subordinate) and indirect 

(manager–subordinate) relationship between the presence of interpersonal trust and 

individual performance. In this manner, our studies also aim to contribute to the trust 

literature by presenting a deeper understanding of specific mechanisms that allow 
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trustworthiness perceptions to trickle down from the supervisor–manager level to the 

subordinate level and in turn, to individual subordinate performance.  

A Trickle-Down Model of Trustworthiness Perceptions  

Masterson (2001) employed the trickle-down approach for the first time by showing 

in a cross-sectional study that teachers’ perceptions of the procedural and distributive justice 

they experienced on the job predicted their treatment of their own students. In turn, teachers’ 

treatment of students predicted higher justice perceptions on the part of students as well as 

more positive reactions toward the teacher and the university. Trickle-down effects have also 

been studied with respect to perceptions of procedural justice (Tepper & Taylor, 2003), 

interpersonal and informational justice (Ambrose, Schminke, & Mayer, 2013; Wo et al., 

2015), perceived organizational support (Shanock & Eisenberger, 2006), behavioral integrity 

(Simons, Friedman, Liu, & Parks, 2007), ethical leadership (Mayer, Kuenzi, Greenbaum, 

Bardes, & Salvador, 2009), psychological contracts (Bordia, Restubog, Bordia, & Tang, 

2010), organizational identity (Schuh, Zhang, Egold, Graf, Pandey, & van Dick, 2012), and 

abusive supervision (Mawritz, Mayer, Hoobler, Wayne, & Marinova, 2012). However, to 

date, no empirical research has examined the trickling down of trustworthiness perceptions 

(or any other aspect of trust) within organizations.  

Our trickle-down model of perceived trustworthiness rests on social learning theory 

(Bandura, 1977, 1986), which states that individuals learn how to behave by observing the 

behaviors of role models, particularly those who have power and high status. In the context of 

our present research, this idea suggests that “a supervisor is likely to look to his or her 

manager to learn the appropriate way to interact with others” (Ambrose et al., 2013). 

Important to our present research question, social learning theory also postulates that people 

(i.e. the supervisor in our research) will be motivated to learn from the behavior of a role 

model (i.e. the manager in our research) if that role model meets their expectations. This 
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raises the question of how these social learning assumptions apply to how trustworthiness 

perceptions can trickle down.  

We start from the assumption that supervisors are a linking pin between management 

and subordinates (Bryant & Stansaker, 2011; Raes, Heijltjes, Glunk, & Roe, 2011). In the 

context of this linking pin role, supervisors are motivated to be active participants in the trust-

building process by assessing whether other organizational members can be considered 

trustworthy or not. As suggested by social learning theory (Bandura, 1986), an important way 

to do this is that supervisors direct their attention to their higher-ranked authority (i.e. their 

manager) to learn about the reality of trusting relationships in the organization (see also 

Sniezek & Van Swol, 2001 Meyerson, Weick, & Kramer, 1996). In this sense, supervisors 

are actively involved in the trust-building process by generating jointly shared experiences 

with their manager that they can use to infer whether they too should act in trusting ways 

towards others or not (Jones & George, 1998). Therefore, following Jones and Shah (2016), 

who demonstrated that the actions and perceptions of the trustor (in our case, the supervisor) 

are the dominant guiding factors in building trusting relationships (i.e. accounting for about 

26% to 55% of the variance across the dimensions of perceived trustworthiness), we suggest 

that the extent to which the supervisor perceives the manager to be trustworthy constitutes the 

primary input in our proposed trickle-down model (see Figure 1).   

The trust literature suggests that if one party (i.e. supervisors) perceives the other 

party (i.e. manager) as trustworthy, the perceiving party will hold positive expectations about 

the other party’s actions aimed at establishing a trusting interpersonal relationship (see 

Fulmer & Gelfand, 2012; Jones & Shah, 2016). Therefore, we propose that the experience of 

a trusting relationship between the supervisor and manager will only take active shape if the 

supervisor observes the manager acting in line with those expectations (e.g., Ferrin & Dirks, 

2003; Korsgaard, Brodt, & Whitener, 2002; Mayer et al., 1995). In other words, we argue that 
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from the perspective of the supervisor, the manager is expected to act in ways that establish a 

trusting relationship (i.e. in ways that validate supervisor perceptions of manager 

trustworthiness; Kramer, 1996), which will help the supervisor to learn that those in higher 

positions aim to build trusting relationships with others at lower levels.  This in turn 

motivates the supervisor to do the same towards his/her subordinates. Which actions should 

the manager display?  

As managers make decisions that have consequences for those at lower levels in the 

organization (Mayer & Gavin, 2005), one of the most effective ways to establish a trusting 

relationship is to have these decision processes take the shape of a shared experience rather 

than a top-down only approach. Indeed, research shows that if decision-making is controlling 

rather than shared, trust between parties cannot be established (Bernardin, Richey, & Castro, 

2011). Moreover, in a relationship with a higher-level authority, fairness issues are very 

salient to lower-level parties, and as such trust between parties has been shown to develop the 

most by justice-related actions (Colquitt et al., 2007). Therefore, it follows that a highly 

trusting relationship between managers and supervisors is established most effectively by 

fostering a sense of justice, which is achieved by inviting supervisors to participate in 

decision-making.  

Participation requests from management include asking for a supervisor’s help and 

opinion on organizational matters, and this act of giving voice to supervisors reflects 

participation as defined in the procedural justice literature (Folger, 1977; van den Bos, 1999). 

This type of managerial behaviour has consistently been found to influence the development 

of interpersonal trust (Dirks & Ferrin, 2002; Gillespie & Mann, 2004; Huang, Iun, Liu, & 

Gong, 2010; Korsgaard, Schweiger, & Sapienza, 1995). Important to note for our present 

research effort, however, is that although being given the opportunity to participate in 

decision-making influences perceived trustworthiness of the inviting party, research suggests 
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that participation itself cannot be considered a form of trust behavior. Experimental and field 

research by De Cremer and Tyler (2007), for example, demonstrated that participation in 

decision-making and perceiving the enacting authority as trustworthy were independent 

variables and interacted in predicting prosocial behavior of the lower-level party. 

Taken together, we develop the argument that if the supervisor perceives his/her 

manager as trustworthy, and is being invited to participate in decision-making, then trust will 

be formed in that relationship between the supervisor and manager. As Lewis and Weigert 

(1985) noted, “… we cognitively choose whom we will trust in which respects and under 

which circumstances, and we base the choice on what we take to be “good reasons,” 

constituting evidence of trustworthiness.”(p. 970). A good reason in this case is the decision 

of the manager to invite the supervisor to participate in decision-making, and in combination 

with the supervisor perceiving the manager as trustworthy, the relationship between the 

manager and the supervisor will transform into a highly trusting one (Korsgaard, Brower & 

Lester, 2015; Lewicki & Bunker, 1996). In line with our social learning framework, it then 

follows that if the manager meets the expectations of the supervisor (i.e. following from his 

or her perceived trustworthiness of the manager) by inviting participation in decision-making, 

the supervisor will learn that those in higher-level authority roles display trust-building 

behaviour towards their subordinates. This leads us to the following prediction: 

Hypothesis 1: The positive relationship between supervisor perceptions of manager 

trustworthiness, and the social learning process that emerges from that perception, will be 

moderated by the level of supervisor participation in decision making, such that the 

relationship will be stronger when participation is high.  

As noted above, the established trust relationship between manager and supervisor 

will serve as an important guideline for supervisors regarding how to behave towards their 

own subordinates. Indeed, having one’s own positive expectations met by the behavior of the 
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manager will enable the supervisor to generalize this experience with the manager to his/her 

own relationships with subordinates. That is, if perceived trustworthiness is fulfilled, a basis 

is created to engage in trust behavior oneself (McKnight et al., 1998) and thus build trusting 

relationships (Colquitt et al., 2007). Moreover, building on our definitions of trust (Mayer et 

al., 1995; Rousseau et al., 1998) identified earlier, we suggest that the conditions of being 

willing to be vulnerable towards the actions of others, and displaying positive expectations 

that others will act in trusting ways, will be the shape in which supervisor trust behavior will 

be displayed. Therefore, we predict: 

Hypothesis 2: The positive relationship between supervisor perceptions of manager 

trustworthiness, and the supervisor trust behavior toward subordinates that emerges from 

that perception, will be moderated by the level of supervisor participation in decision 

making, such that the relationship will be stronger when participation is high.    

Building on Hypotheses 1 and 2, it follows that supervisor trust behavior towards 

subordinates – as a function of the interactive effect between supervisor perceptions of 

manager trustworthiness and participation – will emerge via the process of social learning. 

This line of reasoning leads us to predict the following: 

Hypothesis 3: The effect of supervisor perceptions of manager trustworthiness on the 

supervisor trust behavior towards subordinates that emerges from that perception, will be 

indirect via the mediating mechanism of social learning, and will be moderated by the level 

of supervisor participation in decision making such that the indirect effect will be stronger 

when participation is high.  

Furthermore, the trust behavior shown by the supervisor towards his/her subordinates 

is expected to take the shape of displaying willingness to be vulnerable to the actions of the 

subordinate and expressing a positive expectation that the subordinate can be trusted (Mayer 

et al., 1995; Mc Knight et al., 1998; Rousseau et al., 1998. These dimensions of vulnerability 
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and expectations are the two main dimensions of the process leading people to perceive 

others as trustworthy (Boon & Holmes, 1991; Mayer et al., 1995; Roberts & O’Reilly, 1974; 

Zand, 1972). As a result, we expect this type of trust behavior displayed by the supervisor to 

motivate subordinates to perceive their supervisor as trustworthy. Specifically, the more the 

supervisor shows vulnerability and indicates positive expectations toward the subordinate, the 

more likely the subordinate will perceive the supervisor as trustworthy (Colquitt et al., 2007). 

Therefore, we postulate:  

Hypothesis 4: The effect of supervisor perceptions of manager trustworthiness on 

subordinate perceptions of supervisor trustworthiness will be indirect via the mediating 

mechanism of supervisor trusting behavior toward subordinates, and will be moderated by 

the level of supervisor participation in decision making such that the indirect effect will be 

stronger when participation is high.  

Finally, research has demonstrated that when subordinates perceive their supervisor as 

trustworthy, this is positively associated with the subordinate´s individual performance (see 

Colquitt et al., 2007; Dirks & Ferrin, 2002, for meta-analyses). Therefore, the response of 

subordinates toward their supervisor, in terms of perceived trustworthiness of the supervisor 

and their own performance, suggests that supervisor perceptions of manager trustworthiness 

will exert an indirect influence on the performance of the subordinates via subordinate 

perceptions of supervisor trustworthiness. The extent to which the supervisor is invited to 

participate in managerial decision-making will moderate this indirect relationship. This line 

of reasoning reveals an overall conditional indirect-effects model that predicts the following:  

Hypothesis 5. The effect of supervisor perceptions of manager trustworthiness on 

subordinate performance will be indirect via the mediating mechanism of subordinate 

perceptions of supervisor trustworthiness, and moderated by the level of supervisor 

participation in decision making such that the indirect will be stronger when participation is 
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high.  

The Present Research 

 We tested our hypotheses in a multisource field study (Study 1) and two experimental 

studies (Studies 2a and 2b, and Studies 3a and 3b). In Study 1, we test the validity of our 

Hypothesis 5. This study provides a field test that demonstrates the role of the trickling down 

of perceptions of trustworthiness through the organizational hierarchy in predicting a 

subordinate’s performance, particularly when the supervisor is invited to participate in 

managerial decision-making. 

We also wanted to be able to draw causal conclusions about the trickling-down effects 

of trustworthiness and to test the specific mechanisms we proposed to mediate these trickle-

down effects (Hypotheses 1, 2, 3 and 4). To this end, we conducted two experiments that both 

used a yoked design (see e.g., Anicich, Fast, Halevy, & Galinsky, 2015 for the application of 

yoked designs in the OB field).  

In Study 2, we tested Hypotheses 2 and 4. In Study 2a, we orthogonally manipulated 

supervisor perception of manager trustworthiness (high vs. low) and management inviting the 

supervisor to participate in managerial decision-making or not. We operationalized trust 

behavior by measuring the extent to which the supervisor was willing to be vulnerable to the 

actions of the subordinate (which is the first of two primary dimensions of trust; Mayer et al., 

1995; Rousseau et al., 1998). Subsequently, in Study 2b, we assigned all participants to the 

role of a subordinate and presented them the actual scores of supervisor trust behavior as 

assessed in Study 2a. The subordinates responded to these scores in terms of the extent to 

which they perceived the supervisor as trustworthy.  

 In Studies 3a and 3b, we tested Hypotheses 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 using the same 

manipulations and yoked design as in Studies 2a and 2b. The only difference was that in 

Studies 3a and 3b we measured social learning process as the mediator to be assessed 
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(measure taken from Wo et al., 2015). We operationalized supervisor trust behavior toward 

the subordinate by measuring the extent to which the supervisor wanted to express that he/she 

considered the subordinate to be trustworthy (i.e., reflecting a positive expectation that giving 

trust is alright, which is the second primary dimension of trust; Mayer et al., 1995; Rousseau 

et al., 1998). This is in line with recommendations to test hypotheses across a variety of 

dependent measures that assess the same basic construct (Meyer, van Witteloostuijn, & 

Beugelsdijk, 2017). 

Study 1 

 We designed Study 1 to test our overall trickle-down model as postulated in 

Hypothesis 5. Our prediction necessitated testing whether the extent to which supervisor 

perceptions of manager trustworthiness is indirectly related to subordinate performance, via 

the subordinate perceptions of supervisor trustworthiness.  We also needed to test whether 

this effect emerges especially strongly when the manager invites the supervisor to participate 

in decision-making. Our chosen field setting was an educational institute with three 

hierarchical levels: the principal, the teacher, and the student. These corresponded to higher 

management, supervisor, and subordinate levels, respectively (see also Erdogan, Liden, & 

Kraimer, 2006, for the use of educational settings in field studies). This study allowed us to 

collect performance data by looking at the exam results of the students. 

Method 

Sample and procedure. The respondents were students and teachers from a 

secondary school in Belgium. At the time of our survey, the school went through several 

organizational changes, including relocation of classrooms and changes in the digital 

portfolio that contained student information. Our study items were situated in the context of 

these changes. We distributed separate surveys to students and teachers. Each survey 

included a cover letter in which we assured them of the anonymity and confidentiality of their 
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responses. We used a unique code to match the responses of the students to those of the 

teachers. Our design required that each group of students (a class) was assigned to their 

specific class teacher. This resulted in a sample of 238 students and 26 class teachers.  

We included an instrumental attention check to assess whether respondents carefully 

read our instructions (i.e., “please select ‘not well’ for this statement”; developed by Meade 

& Craig, 2012). Twenty-two participants failed to correctly respond to this attention check; 

therefore, they were excluded from the analyses. Furthermore, in line with Whitson, Wang, 

Kim, Cao, and Scrimpshire (2015), we also excluded participants who consistently responded 

to all scale items with the same numerical response (e.g., responding with “5” to each item). 

Based on this criterion, we excluded twenty additional participants.1 Our final sample 

consisted of 196 students and 25 teachers. Of the students, 67.30% were female, and the 

mean age was 14.03 years (SD = 1.63). Of the teachers, 68.00% were female, the mean age 

was 45.44 years (SD = 8.43), and the mean organization tenure was 18.48 years (SD = 9.16). 

Measures. Except when noted otherwise, we measured all items on 7-point scales (1 

= strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree).  

We measured teacher perception of principal trustworthiness with the 3-item scale 

developed by Brockner, Siegel, Daly, Tyler, and Martin (1997). A sample item is “I can 

usually trust my supervisor to do what is good for me.” Cronbach’s α for this sample was 

.91.3  

                                                           
3 The Brockner et al. (1997) scale is a short instrument that facilitates the administration of a trustworthiness 

measure to working professionals. More importantly, and in line with McEvily and Tortoriello’s (2011) 

recommendation that the choice for a trust measure should be contingent upon one´s research question and 

model being tested, we used the Brockner et al. (1997) scale for the following reason. The focus of our present 

research is perceived trustworthiness. According to Mayer et al. (1995), perceived trustworthiness is composed 

of perceptions on the dimensions of benevolence, integrity, and ability. The Brockner et al. (1997) scale 

includes items assessing benevolence (promoting the interests of the other) and integrity (adhering to moral 

values), but not ability. The argument leading to our hypotheses implies that a manager should display behavior 

contributing to a sense of justice and care in the interaction with the supervisor (i.e. inviting participation). 

Given this assumption, we focused on the dimensions of integrity and benevolence, which specifically matches 

our research question. Note that benevolence (Colquitt et al., 2007; Dirks & Ferrin, 2002; Fulmer & Gelfand, 
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We measured student perception of teacher trustworthiness also with Brockner et al.’s 

(1997) 3-item scale. Cronbach’s α for this sample was .87. 

We measured teacher participation in principal decision-making by having teachers 

complete the 3-item participation scale from the Influence Behavior Questionnaire (IBQ; 

Yukl & Seifert, 2002). We focused the items on the changes that were being implemented. A 

sample item is “My supervisor described the change’s objective and asked us what we could 

do to help achieve it.” Cronbach’s α for this sample was .87. 

 The curriculum of the school included four major courses that were mandatory for 

each student: Mathematics, French, English, and Dutch. In this school setting, a single 

teacher not only teaches one of these topics but also acts as the general advisor of a specific 

class. The latter involves supervising all the students in that class throughout the academic 

year. Thus, we calculated an overall academic performance measure for each student by 

averaging exam results for each of these four mandatory courses. These four exams took 

place two months after we collected our survey measures. 

Measurement Model 

 We conducted confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) using Mplus 6.0 by taking the 

clustered nature of our sample into account and using robust maximum likelihood estimation. 

Our initial measurement model contained four factors (i.e., student performance, student 

perception of teacher trustworthiness, teacher perception of principal trustworthiness, and 

teacher participation in principal decision-making). This model had a good fit with the data: 

χ2 (59) = 80.55, p = .03 (CFI = .96, RMSEA = .04, SRMR = .06). We then tested an 

alternative three-factor model. The only difference between this model and our first one was 

that now teacher perception of principal trustworthiness and teacher participation in principal 

                                                           
2012) and integrity (Colquitt et al., 2007; Palanski & Yammarino, 2009; Simons, 2002) are key predictors of 

interpersonal trust in other parties, including leaders.  
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decision-making were loaded onto one factor. The fit of this model was significantly inferior 

to that of our proposed model (χ2 (62) = 210.87, p = 1.19×10-07)4, and the overall fit indices 

were unacceptable (CFI = .69, RMSEA = .11, SRMR = .13). Then, we tested a three-factor 

model in which student academic performance and student perception of teacher 

trustworthiness loaded onto one factor. The fit of this model was also significantly inferior to 

that of our proposed four-factor model (χ2 (62) = 179.15, p = 8.35×10-20), and the overall fit 

indices were also unacceptable (CFI = .76, RMSEA = .10, SRMR = .12). A final model in 

which all measures loaded onto one factor also had a significantly inferior fit than our four-

factor model (χ2 (65) = 420.61, p = . 8.38×10-33), and the fit indices were unacceptable by any 

standard (CFI = .27, RMSEA = .17, SRMR = .20). In sum, the CFAs indicate that our 

proposed four-factor model fit the data well, and the fit of this model was clearly superior to 

that of simpler models. This supported the validity of our specified measurement model.  

Results 

Descriptive statistics. Table 1 shows all means, standard deviations, and 

intercorrelations. We mean centered all variables prior to conducting the analyses (Aiken & 

West, 1991). We based the Teacher Perception of Principal Trustworthiness × Teacher 

Participation in the Principal Decision-Making interaction term on the mean-centered main 

effects.5 

Hypothesis testing. As noted above, a single teacher was responsible for a particular 

class of students during the academic year. Thus, in our data, students were nested within 

teachers. Because of this nested structure, students from the same class were more likely to 

                                                           
4 Because the measurement models were estimated with a robust estimator, we used the Satorra-Bentler scaled 

chi-square difference test to assess statistical significance (Satorra & Bentler, 1988). 
5 In line with recent methodological recommendations (Aguinis, Edwards & Bradley, 2017; Gardner, Harris, Li, 

Kirkman & Mathieu, 2017), we also calculated the reliability of the interaction term that we included in our 

model (Teachers’ Perceptions of Principal’s Trustworthiness × Teacher’s Participation in Principal’s Decision-

Making) using Busemeyer and Jones’ (1983) formula. The reliability of the interaction term was .82.  
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share certain characteristics or to respond in the same way to our measures compared to 

students from other classes. As a result, the data did not consist of independent observations, 

which is required for conducting standard OLS regression (Barcikowski, 1981; MacKinnon, 

2008). Indeed, intraclass correlation indices showed that there was a considerable amount of 

between-group variance on the measures of student perception of teacher trustworthiness 

(ICC[1] = .15) and student academic performance (ICC[1] = .23). However, there was also 

considerable variance within each group on student perception of teacher trustworthiness 

(ICC[2] = .59) and student academic performance (ICC[2] = .70). Following recent 

methodological recommendations, we used clustered robust standard errors (CR-SE’s) to take 

the clustering of students within class groups into account (McNeish, Stapleton, & Silverman, 

2017).  

Table 2 presents the results of the CR-SE regression analysis.6 To test our proposed 

moderated mediation model (see Figure 1; Hypothesis 5), we focused on the paths that 

constituted the indirect effect (Kenny, Kashy, & Bolger, 1998; see also Aguinis et al., 2017).  

The analyses revealed an interaction effect of teacher participation and teacher perception of 

principal trustworthiness on student perceptions of teacher trustworthiness, b = 0.07, SE = 

0.02, p = 4.93×10-05, d = 0.58, 95% CI = [0.29, 0.86], (See Figure 2). Simple slopes tests 

(Preacher, Curran, & Bauer, 2006) revealed that teacher perception of principal 

trustworthiness was positively related to student perception of teacher trustworthiness at high 

levels of participation (1 SD above the mean; b = 0.24, SE = 0.06, p = 2.91 ×10-5, d = 0.60, 

95% CI = [0.31, 0.88]) but not at low levels of participation (1 SD below the mean; b = 0.02, 

SE = 0.04, p = .64, d = 0.07, 95% CI = [-0.21, 0.35]). In line with methodological 

recommendations (Garder et al., 2017), we also identified for each value of the moderator 

                                                           
6 Given the significant correlation between the predictor variables, we checked for multicollinearity by 

investigating variance inflation factors (VIFs). The largest VIF value was 1.15, which is much smaller than the 

rule-of-thumb cut-off point of 10 (Ryan, 1997). 



21 

 

 

whether the predictor significantly predicted the criterion (Preacher, Curran & Bauer, 2006; 

see also Johnson-Neyman, 1936). We found a positive significant relationship between 

teacher perceptions of principal trustworthiness (predictor) and student perception of teacher 

trustworthiness (criterion) for participation values higher than 4.22 (see Figure 3). 

We then proceeded to test the next step of our mediation model. The results showed 

that student perception of teacher trustworthiness was positively related to student academic 

performance, b = 1.52, SE = 0.38, p = 5.98×10-05, d = 0.57, 95% CI = [0.29, 0.86]. 

Hypothesis 5 implies that teacher perception of principal trustworthiness predicts 

student perception of teacher trustworthiness, which in turn predicts student academic 

performance. This hypothesis further implies that participation moderates this indirect effect. 

As a formal test of our model, we assessed whether the index of moderated mediation 

differed from 0 (Hayes, 2015). If this index significantly differed from 0, then it means that 

the indirect effect differed linearly across levels of the moderator. Our analyses revealed a 

significant index of moderated mediation (index = 0.11, 95% quasi-Bayesian CI = [0.04, 

0.19]).7 Furthermore, we found a significant indirect relationship between teacher perceptions 

of principal trustworthiness and student academic performance, via student perception of 

teacher trustworthiness (indirect effect = 0.37, 95% CI = [0.14, 0.64]) at high but not at low 

levels of participation (indirect effect = 0.03, 95% CI = [-0.10, 0.18]). Thus, our results 

support Hypothesis 5.8 

Discussion of Study 1 and Introduction to Study 2 

The findings of Study 1 support Hypothesis 5. Specifically, our results showed that 

supervisor (i.e., teacher) perceptions of manager (i.e., principal) trustworthiness predicted 

                                                           
7 All 95% bias corrected confidence intervals reported in this manuscript were based on 5000 resamples (see 

Preacher & Hayes, 2004). 
8 We also used alternative estimation techniques to check the robustness of our findings (Meyer et al., 2017). 

Our data are nested, and another way to take this data structure into account is by using hierarchical linear 

modeling (HLM) approach. All our findings are replicated in a HLM, and none of the fixed effects varied across 

groups. 
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subordinate (i.e., student) perceptions of supervisor trustworthiness and—via the mediator of 

subordinate perception of supervisor trustworthiness—subordinate performance (i.e., student 

exam result). As predicted, this trickle-down effect of trustworthiness emerged only when the 

supervisor participated in managerial decision-making.  

However, Study 1 also had limitations. One is that we cannot establish causality, 

because all the variables, except for the outcome variable, were measured at the same point in 

time. It is possible, for example, that trustworthiness perceptions do not trickle down to 

influence performance, but that high subordinate performance leads to higher perceived 

trustworthiness at higher hierarchical levels. In addition, higher order (i.e., third) variables 

may influence trustworthiness perceptions at various levels in the organization and 

subordinate performance.  

A second limitation of Study 1 was that we did not test the specific theorized 

mechanism that explained why supervisor perception of manager trustworthiness would lead 

to subordinate perception of supervisor trustworthiness. In other words, we did not test the 

variable that we proposed linked these two perceptions, i.e., the trust behavior of the 

supervisor toward the subordinate.  

To address these limitations, we conducted an experiment (Studies 2a and 2b) in 

which we tested Hypotheses 1 and 3 and at the same time assessed the causal direction of our 

proposed effects. We employed a yoked study design; we paired participants in the supervisor 

position with participants in the subordinate position (see also Anicich et al, 2015). This 

design allows testing of how behaviors of one person (i.e., participants in the supervisor 

position) affect the perceptions of another person (i.e., participants in the subordinate 

position). Specifically, our goals were to provide causal chain evidence that (1) supervisors 

will display behavior by which they make themselves more vulnerable to the subordinate 

when they perceive the manager as trustworthy and they are at the same time allowed to 
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participate in the manager’s decisions (Study 2a; test of Hypothesis 2); and that (2) the 

display of more trusting behavior by the supervisor should then be responded to positively by 

subordinates who perceive the supervisor as more trustworthy (Study 2b; test of Hypothesis 

4). 

Method 

Sample and procedure. The participants, who were undergraduate business school 

students at a Dutch university, voluntary participated in exchange for course credit. In the 

first part of our yoked design (Study 2a), we assigned 202 participants to the supervisor 

position. We excluded 21 participants from analyses because they failed the attention check; 

this resulted in a final sample of 181 participants. On average, participants in the supervisor 

position were 19.88 years old (SD = 1.37). This sample consisted of 103 women and 78 men. 

In the second part of our yoked design (Study 2b), we matched each participant from 

Study 2a (i.e., a supervisor) with a participant in the subordinate position. We followed the 

same procedure as in Study 2a and invited 181 undergraduate students to participate. In line 

with Anicich et al. (2015), we also included an attention check in Study 2b. Because 33 

participants failed the attention check and this design required that each supervisor matched 

with a unique subordinate, we invited 33 additional students to participate in Study 2b. This 

procedure resulted in a final sample of 181 participants who all passed the attention check 

and were matched with a unique supervisor. Participants in the subordinate position were on 

average 20.15 years old (SD = 2.18). This sample consisted of 75 men and 106 women. 

Study 2a: trustworthiness and participation manipulation. In Study 2a, we 

assigned our participants randomly to one of four conditions in a 2 (Perceived Manager 

Trustworthiness: high vs. low) × 2 (Participation: high vs. low) design.  

Participants were invited to the laboratory where the experimenter greeted and 

escorted them to their cubicles. They then logged on to a computer and answered a trust scale 
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(based on Yamagishi & Yamagishi, 1994) that we also used at a later stage of the experiment 

to introduce the trustworthiness manipulation.  

The participants were then led to believe that they would be participating in a group 

task with four other participants. To create a task-related context, we employed an in-basket 

task. This type of managerial role-playing exercise provides realism and external validity in 

studying organizational behavior while maintaining the advantages of doing research in a 

controlled environment (Treviño, 1992; Zedeck, 1986). Specifically, we told participants that 

they would be working in a simulated company that was hierarchically structured into three 

organizational levels, and we showed on the computer screen a visual illustration of the 

hierarchy. We told the participants that one group member would be placed at the manager 

position, another in the supervisor position, and three other members in the subordinate 

position. Subsequently, we indicated that a network connection would be established between 

them and the other team members. The participants then saw a screen that visually illustrated, 

by means of a line of running dots, that the server was connecting the participating 

individuals (see Appendix A for an illustration). This hierarchical setting was taken from van 

Dijke, De Cremer, Langendijk, and Anderson (2018). 

Once the network connection was established, participants were informed about the 

position they would be taking in the organizational hierarchy. Unbeknownst to them, all 

participants were assigned to the supervisor position. They were then informed that the 

manager would contact them soon with further instructions. While they were waiting, we 

manipulated the trustworthiness of the manager. Specifically, we explained that the survey 

they all took part in at the start of the study was a scientifically proven instrument that 

measures the extent to which a person should be trusted or not. They were further told that 

based on this survey, participants would now be presented with data that would illustrate how 

much their manager could be trusted. In reality, these data were preprogrammed. The 
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participants were then presented with a graph and a thorough explanation that, relative to an 

average person taking part in these studies, their manager could be trusted (n = 89) or could 

not be trusted (n = 92). To ensure that the manipulation was interpreted correctly and 

enhanced the accessibility of high or low trust (see e.g., Galinksy, Gruenfeld, & Magee, 2003 

for the usefulness of accessibility techniques), we asked the participants to describe how a 

relationship with someone they perceived as trustworthy (vs. not trustworthy) feels and looks 

like. To test whether this manipulation was successful, we asked participants to rate the 

trustworthiness of their manager using the Brockner et al. scale (1997; α = .96).  

After the trustworthiness manipulation, participants received an email with 

instructions from the manager. In reality, this information was preprogrammed and 

constituted our participation manipulation. The introduction to the manipulation read:  

Hi there! As you know I am the senior manager in this organization and my job 

consists of making decisions that involve the entire organization. An important 

decision that I have to make involves streamlining our production line. These 

decisions always involve redefining the projects of the different departments and 

adjusting the job content of people at different positions within the company. These 

changes obviously have an influence on how we perform as a company and on our 

financial interests.  

In the high participation condition (n = 95), the message continued as follows: 

I strongly believe in the art of participation, and therefore I want to involve you in 

many of these decisions. Specifically, I want to ask your opinion regularly on matters 

that require urgent and visionary decision-making, and I will begin doing this in a 

moment.  

In the low participation condition (n = 86), the message continued as follows:  

I do not believe in the art of participation and therefore I feel that everyone should 

stick to their tasks. As such, I do not intend to involve you in the decisions I have to 

make. Specifically, I will not ask your opinion on matters that require urgent and 

visionary decision-making.   

 

To check whether the participation manipulation was successful, participants filled 

out the same 3-item IBQ participation subscale (Yukl & Seifert, 2002; Cronbach’s α = .92) 

used in Study 1. After they received the message from their manager, we explained the next 
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part of the study. The participants read that they would interact with their subordinates and 

that they would have to manage and supervise three tasks. Because they were appointed to 

the supervisor position, they had to be clear on how to approach their subordinates (i.e., trust 

behavior). For this reason, they were given the option to indicate how vulnerable they wanted 

to be towards their subordinates while they were working on these tasks. Specifically, they 

were asked to indicate the extent to which they wanted to monitor and have control over the 

outcome and decisions that their subordinates would be making during the three tasks (rather 

than leaving themselves vulnerable to the discretion of the subordinate). The scale ranged 

from 1 (not at all; no control) to 7 (totally; full control). We reverse-scored this scale when 

running the analyses. The less the participants wanted to monitor and control, the more 

vulnerable they made themselves to the actions of the subordinate. After responding to this 

question, the experiment was interrupted, ostensibly due to an error in the established 

connection with the other organizational members.  

Next, participants were redirected to a question that served as an attention check: they 

were required to choose the second option from the left rather than answering the question 

(i.e., “Who is your favorite classical music composer?”; Oppenheimer, Meyvis, & 

Davidenko, 2009). Finally, participants provided demographics, indicated their impressions 

of the experiment, and were thanked for their efforts. 

Study 2b. The participants in Study 2b were randomly assigned to receive one 

specific response on the trust behavior measure provided by a participant from Study 2a. 

Study 2b was again conducted in the laboratory, and we used the same procedure as in Study 

2a, except this time the participants were assigned to the subordinate level. They were 

informed that the supervisor would contact them soon to discuss the tasks that they and their 

colleagues would engage in. Before the participants started with their task, they were 

provided information about the extent to which their supervisor wanted to control their 
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decisions during the task. This was done by giving them the score that their supervisor 

indicated on a scale from 1 to 7, with a clear description of how the scale anchor points 

should be interpreted. After reading this, we asked the participants to rate the trustworthiness 

of their supervisor, again by using the Brockner et al. (1997) scale (Cronbach’s α = .83). As 

in Study 2a, after responding to these questions, the experiment was interrupted (allegedly by 

an error in the established connection with the other participants), and the participants were 

redirected to the final part of the study. There, they answered the same attention check as in 

Study 2a. Finally, they provided demographics and were thanked for their efforts. 

Results and Discussion 

Table 3 shows all means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations. 

Study 2a manipulation checks. A one-way ANOVA with the manipulated perceived 

manager trustworthiness as independent variable and supervisor perception of manager 

trustworthiness as dependent variable revealed a significant main effect of perceived manager 

trustworthiness (F(1, 179) = 275.44, p = 4.66×10-38, d = 2.47, 95% CI = [2.08, 2.85]). 

Participants in the high trustworthiness condition considered their manager to be more 

trustworthy than the participants in the low-trustworthiness condition did (Ms = 5.38 vs. 2.63; 

SEs = 0.12 vs. 0.12, respectively).9  

A Perceived Manager Trustworthiness × Participation ANOVA on the participation 

manipulation check revealed a main effect of participation (F(1, 177) = 522.55, p = 1.05×10-

54, d = 3.40, 95% CI = [2.95, 3.86]). Compared to participants in the low-participation 

condition, those in the high participation condition felt that they were invited more to 

participate in decision-making (Ms = 1.63 vs. 4.84, SEs = 0.10 vs. 0.10, respectively). The 

analysis did not reveal a significant main effect of perceived manager’s trustworthiness (F(1, 

                                                           
9 We report the estimated marginal means (EMM; sometimes called the least square means) throughout this 

manuscript because EMM take the influence of the covariates into account when reporting the mean of the 

dependent variable for each level of the factor (Lane & Sandor, 2009). When there are no covariates in the 

model, the EMM is exactly the same as the mean.  
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177) = 2.01, p = .16, d = 0.21, 95% CI = [-0.08, 0.50]) or a Perceived Manager 

Trustworthiness × Participation interaction (F(1, 177) = 0.81, p = .37, d = 0.13, 95% CI = [-

0.16, 0.43]). 

 Hypothesis testing. In this study, we tested whether perceived manager 

trustworthiness influences a supervisor trust behavior toward his/her subordinate and whether 

this effect is more pronounced at high (vs. low) levels of participation (Hypothesis 2). We 

also tested whether there was an indirect effect of supervisor perceived manager 

trustworthiness on subordinate perceived supervisor trustworthiness via supervisor trust 

behavior and whether this indirect effect was stronger when supervisors were invited to 

participate in managerial decision-making processes (Hypothesis 4; see Figure 1). We used 

ANOVA to test the direct effect of the Perceived Manager Trustworthiness × Participation 

interaction on supervisor trust behavior toward his/her subordinate. Then, we used OLS 

regression analysis to test for the direct effect of supervisor trust behavior on the extent to 

which the subordinate perceived his/her supervisor to be trustworthy. To analyze our 

proposed moderated mediation model, we followed the steps outlined by Kenny, Kashy, and 

Bolger (1998) by focusing on the paths that constituted the mediated effect. Then we 

calculated a 95% bootstrapped confidence interval to test the significance of the indirect 

effect. To assess the magnitude and overall significance of our model, we calculated an index 

of moderated mediation (Hayes, 2015).10 

A 2 (Perceived Manager Trustworthiness) × 2 (Participation) ANOVA on supervisor 

trust behavior did not reveal a significant main effect of perceived manager trustworthiness 

(F(1, 177) = 0.23 p = .64, d = 0.07, 95% CI = [-0.22, 0.36]). Analyses revealed a main effect 

of participation (F(1, 177) = 6.26, p = .013, d = 0.37, 95% CI = [0.08, 0.67]). This implies 

                                                           
10 When the moderator is dichotomous (which was the case in the present study), the index of moderated 

mediation is a test of equality of the conditional indirect effects (Hayes, 2015).  
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that when the manager invited the supervisor to participate, the supervisor was willing to be 

more vulnerable towards his/her subordinate than when he/she was not invited to participate 

(Ms = 4.10 vs. 3.68, SEs = 0.12 vs. 0.12, respectively).  

The analysis also revealed a significant Perceived Manager Trustworthiness × 

Participation interaction (F(1, 177) = 3.95, p = .05, d = 0.30, 95% CI = [0.003, 0.59]; see 

Figure 4). Simple effects tests revealed that the positive effect of perceived manager 

trustworthiness on supervisor trust behavior (i.e. higher supervisor trust behavior when the 

supervisor perceived the manager as high versus low in trustworthiness) was more 

pronounced when the manager invited the supervisor to participate in decision-making (Ms = 

4.31 vs. 3.89, SEs = 0.16 vs. 0.17, respectively; F(1, 177) = 3.39, p = .07, d = 0.27, 95% CI = 

[-0.02, 0.57]) than when the manager did not invite the supervisor to participate (F(1, 177) = 

0.83, p = .36, d = 0.14, 95% CI = [-0.16, 0.42]). This result supports Hypothesis 2.  

We then proceeded to test the next part of our moderated mediation model: i.e., 

whether supervisor trust behavior affects the extent to which a subordinate perceives his/her 

supervisor to be trustworthy. An OLS regression analysis, in which we also included 

perceived manager trustworthiness, participation, and the Perceived Manager Trustworthiness 

× Participation interaction in our model, revealed that supervisor trust behavior increases the 

extent to which the subordinate perceives his/her supervisor to be trustworthy (b = 0.21, SE = 

0.07, t = 3.18, p = .002, d = 0.47, 95% CI = [0.18, 0.78]).  

As a final step, we tested the fuller moderated mediation model (see Figure 1). This 

necessitated testing whether the (manipulated) extent to which the manager was perceived as 

trustworthy predicts the extent to which the subordinate perceives his/her supervisor as 

trustworthy, via supervisor trust behavior, particularly when the manager invites the 

supervisor to participate in decision-making. We used Hayes’ PROCESS macro (Hayes, 

2013). The index of moderated mediation was significant (index = 0.14, 95% bootstrapped CI 
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[0.015, 0.391]), which indicated that the indirect effect differed between high and low 

participation. More precisely, the relationship between the (manipulated) extent to which the 

supervisor perceived his/her manager to be trustworthy influenced subordinate perception of 

supervisor trustworthiness, via supervisor trust behavior, but only when supervisors were 

invited to participate by their manager (indirect effect = 0.09, 95% bootstrapped CI [0.004, 

0.272]). In contrast, when supervisors were not invited to participate by their managers, 

results did not show an indirect effect of manager trustworthiness via supervisor trust 

behavior (indirect effect = -0.05, 95% bootstrapped CI [-0.187, 0.036]). These results support 

Hypothesis 4.  

Discussion of Study 2 and Introduction to Study 3 

In a controlled experimental setting, Study 2 provides causal evidence in support of 

Hypotheses 1 and 3. Specifically, our findings show that when supervisors perceived their 

manager to be trustworthy (vs. not trustworthy), they were more likely to show trusting 

behavior toward their subordinate, but only when they (the supervisor) participated in 

managerial decision-making. Furthermore, supervisor perceptions of manager trustworthiness 

indirectly influenced subordinate perceptions of supervisor trustworthiness, via the trust 

behavior that the supervisor displayed (when the supervisor was invited to participate in 

managerial decision making). This study thus provides causal evidence demonstrating when 

trustworthiness trickles down the organizational hierarchy, and it identifies supervisor trust 

behavior as a mechanism underlying this trickle-down effect.  

 Study 2 does suffer from some limitations, which we aim to remedy in Study 3. A 

first limitation is that we did not test why the interactive effect of supervisor perceptions of 

manager trustworthiness and participation in managerial decision-making influence 

supervisor trust behavior. We reasoned that the manager’s decision to invite the supervisor to 

participate in decision-making would reinforce the manager becoming a role model for the 
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supervisor to act in trusting ways toward others. This would suggest that social learning 

processes should be the mechanism by which the interactive effect influences supervisor trust 

behavior. To test for the role of social learning processes, we conducted Study 3. We used the 

same experimental manipulations and yoked design as in Study 2. We measured and tested 

social learning processes to assess their mediating role. We also measured and tested social 

exchange processes, as Wo et al. (2015) revealed evidence for social exchange but not for 

social learning processes. Scholars have argued that trust and justice are closely related 

concepts that reveal similar outcomes (Colquitt et al., 2013). It is therefore necessary to 

account for social exchange processes when testing our social learning hypothesis.  

A second limitation is that in Study 2 participants were only offered information 

concerning the trustworthiness of their manager and not any other information on dimensions 

that are considered relevant to the managerial role. Such a trustworthiness manipulation can 

be regarded as heavy-handed and may therefore invite concerns about demand characteristics. 

To remove this concern, in Study 3 we again presented participants information about the 

trustworthiness of their manager but also presented additional information on other relevant 

managerial dimensions. As such, participants were not exposed to trustworthiness 

information only.  

A final limitation of Study 2 was that we did not assess the performance of the 

participant occupying the subordinate role in Study 2b. As our theoretical model predicts a 

trickle-down process ultimately affecting the performance of the subordinate, we measured 

the performance of the subordinate in Study 3. 

Study 3 

Method 

Sample and procedure. For study 3a, we recruited 200 working adults living in the 

United Kingdom through Prolific Academic (http://www.prolific.ac), an  online platform that 

http://www.prolific.ac/
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is explicitly designed for online participant recruitment by the scientific community (Palan & 

Schitter, in press). Recent research provides evidence that the platform allows for gathering at 

least equally high quality data as the traditional University laboratory context (as in our Study 

2) and higher quality data than alternative online platforms (Kappes, Balcetis, & De Cremer, 

in press; Peer, Brandimarte, Samat, & Acquisti, 2017). In the first part of this yoked design 

study (Study 3a), we assigned participants to the supervisor position. We excluded a total of 

40 participants from our analyses because they failed on one or both of the two quality checks 

explained below. Our final sample consisted of 160 working adults, of which 34 were men. 

On average, the participants were 36.93 years old (SD = 9.79), had 17.45 years (SD = 9.41) of 

work experience, and worked 32.11 hours (SD = 11.50) per week.  

We matched each participant (i.e., supervisor) in Study 3a with another participant 

(i.e., subordinate) from the subsequent Study 3b. Adopting the same procedure as in Study 

3a, for Study 3b we invited another 160 working adults to participate in our second study. In 

Study 3b we also included an attention check that 24 participants failed to answer correctly. 

Therefore, because our design requires yoking each supervisor with a subordinate, we invited 

24 additional working adults to participate in Study 3b. This resulted in a final sample of 160 

unique supervisor–subordinate pairs who all answered the attention check correctly. On 

average, the participants in the subordinate position were 38.81 years old (SD = 10.46), 

worked 31.18 hours per week (SD = 10.87), and had 17.74 years (SD = 10.03) of work 

experience. The subordinate sample contained 52 men.  

Study 3a: trustworthiness and participation manipulation. As in Study 2a, we 

assigned our participants randomly to one of four conditions in a 2 (Perceived Manager 

Trustworthiness: high vs. low) × 2 (Participation: high vs. low) design. We used the same 

procedure and in-basket task as in Study 2 (a and b). Again, participants were presented with 

a screen that visually illustrated that they were, at the same time, connected with the other 
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participating individuals. We also asked participants to indicate whether they agreed they 

were connected or not with other real participants. Thirty-three participants, or 16.5%, did not 

believe this to be true, and were therefore excluded from further analyses.  Regarding the 

perceived manager trustworthiness manipulation, we explained that the survey they all took 

part in at the start of the study was a scientifically proven instrument that measures several 

dimensions relevant to their job position in the organization. Based on this survey, 

participants were then presented with data illustrating the scores of their manager on four 

dimensions, with one of the dimensions reflecting the trustworthiness score of their manager. 

The other three dimensions were openness, administrative skills, and conceptual skills. We 

randomized the order in which we offered the information on each of these four dimensions 

to the participants across our experimental conditions. Order of offering the information did 

not influence the results in any of the analyses. As in Study 2, these data were 

preprogrammed and participants were told that their manager could either be trusted (n = 79) 

or not (n = 81). 

Subsequently, participants described how a relationship with someone they perceived 

as trustworthy (vs. not trustworthy) feels and looks like, as in Study 2a. To test whether this 

manipulation was successful, we asked participants to rate the extent to which they trust their 

manager, again using the Brockner et al. trustworthiness scale (1997; Cronbach’s α = .99). 

Regarding the participation manipulation, like in Study 2a, the participants received a 

message that their manager planned to either involve them in decisions (n = 88) or not (n = 

72). To check whether this manipulation was successful, participants responded to the same 

3-item measure from the IBQ (Yukl & Seifert, 2002; Cronbach’s α = .91) used in Study 2a.  

Subsequently, the participants read that they would have to supervise three tasks and 

interact with their subordinates. As in Study 2a, we assessed the trust behavior of the 

participants (allocated to the supervisor condition). In Study 2, we used a measure of the first 



34 

 

 

of the two primary components of trust: the intention to be vulnerable to subordinates (see 

Colquitt et al., 2007; Rousseau et al., 1998). In Study 3, we used a measure of the second 

dimension included in our trust definition: the expression of a positive expectation that the 

other party can be considered trustworthy (Colquitt et al., 2007; cf. Burt & Knetz, 1996). 

Specifically, we asked participants to indicate the extent to which they considered as 

trustworthy the individuals (subordinates) they were to work with on the three tasks (see also 

the recommendation of Meyer et al. (2017) to use a different operationalization of the 

construct under investigation). The scale ranged from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much so).  

We also measured social learning and social exchange processes. We measured social 

learning with a 3-item scale taken from Wo et al. (2015; cf. Rich, 1997; Cronbach’s α = .98). 

We adjusted the scale to the context of our experimental setting. The items are: My manager 

“provides a good model for me to follow”, “exhibits the kind of work ethic and behavior that 

I try to imitate.” and “acts as a role model to me”. We used the “felt obligation towards 

supervisors’ scale”, as an indicator of social exchange by adopting the 3-item measure 

developed by Eisenberger, Armeli, Rexwinkel, Lynch, & Rhoades (2001; Cronbach’s α = 

.92). We adjusted the scale to the context of our experimental setting. The items are: “I feel a 

personal obligation to do whatever I can to help my senior manager achieve her/his goals.”, 

“I owe it to my senior manager to give 100% of my energy to the goals I have to achieve 

while I am at work.”, and “I have an obligation to my senior manager to ensure that I produce 

high-quality work.”  After the participants had responded to the questions, the experiment 

was ostensibly interrupted due to an error, and participants then answered demographics and 

the same attention check as in Study 2. Seven participants failed the attention check and were 

excluded from our analyses.  

Study 3b. We randomly assigned participants in Study 3b to receive one specific 

response on the behavioral trust measure provided by a participant from Study 3a. Study 3b 
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was again run on Prolific, and the participants were assigned to the subordinate level (as in 

Study 2b). They were informed that the supervisor would contact them soon to discuss the 

tasks that they and their colleagues would engage in. As in Study 2b, we informed 

participants about their supervisor’s score on the trust behavior item using the same 

communication procedure. Participants then responded to Brockner et al.’s (1997) 

trustworthiness scale (Cronbach’s α = .97). Then, we introduced the performance measure 

(extra-role performance; taken from Van Dijke, Wildschut, Leunissen, & Sedikides, 2015). 

We told participants that their supervisor was required to engage in a task that was uniquely 

allocated by the top management of the organization to the person at the middle-management 

level. In this task the supervisor was required to solve as many word puzzles as possible. As 

this task was part of the unique requirements (and responsibilities toward the organization) 

for those at the middle-management level, employees were not required to help their 

supervisor. However, if the employees wanted to, they could help their supervisor with this 

task and, in this manner, help further promote organizational interests. Participants then 

indicated whether they wanted to help their supervisor with this task or not (yes or no). The 

participants then proceeded to the next page, ostensibly to start the remainder of the 

experiment. At this point, the experiment was interrupted (allegedly due to an error in the 

established connection with the other participants), and the participants were redirected to the 

final part of the study. They then answered the same attention check as in Study 3a. Finally, 

they provided demographics and were thanked for their efforts. 

Results and Discussion 

 Table 4 shows all means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations. 

Study 3a manipulation checks. A one-way ANOVA with the manipulated perceived 

manager trustworthiness as independent variable and supervisor perception of manager 

trustworthiness as dependent variable revealed a significant main effect of perceived manager 
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trustworthiness (F(1, 158) = 657.99, p = 3.31×10-58 , d = 4.01, 95% CI = [3.51, 4.60]). 

Participants in the high trustworthiness condition considered their manager to be more 

trustworthy than the participants in the low trustworthiness condition did (Ms = 5.78 vs. 2.10; 

SEs = 0.10 vs. 0.10, respectively).  

A 2 (Perceived Manager Trustworthiness) × 2 (Participation) ANOVA on the 

participation manipulation check revealed a main effect of the participation manipulation, 

F(1, 156) = 272.14, p = 5.03×10-36, d = 2.66, 95% CI = [2.23, 3.08]. Compared to participants 

in the low-participation condition, those in the high participation condition felt they were able 

to participate more in decision-making (Ms = 1.40 vs. 4.39, SEs = .14 vs. 12, respectively).  

The results did not reveal a main effect of perceived manager trustworthiness, F(1, 156) = 

1.72, p = .19, d = 0.21, 95% CI = [-0.10, 0.52], nor a significant Perceived Manager 

Trustworthiness × Participation interaction, F(1, 156) = 0.02, p = .91, d = 0.02, 95% CI = [-

0.29, 0.33]. 

 Hypothesis testing. In this study, we tested whether the proposed trickle-down 

process of perceived manager trustworthiness, via supervisor trust behavior, to subordinate 

perceptions of supervisor trustworthiness, runs through social learning. In addition, we tested 

if this indirect effect is more pronounced when the supervisor is involved in managerial 

decision-making than when the supervisor is not (see Figure 1).  

As in Studies 1 and 2, we tested this moderated mediation model by focusing on the 

paths that constitute the mediated effect. Specifically, we first conducted a two-way ANOVA 

to test the Perceived Manager Trustworthiness × Participation interaction on the extent to 

which the supervisor is likely to learn from the manager (i.e., a social learning process). 

Then, we used OLS regression analyses to test whether social learning predicts supervisor 

trust behavior (while controlling for social exchange processes).11 Subsequently, we tested if 

                                                           
11 Results for all analyses that included social exchange as a control variable remained unchanged when social exchange was 

not entered as control variable. 



37 

 

 

supervisor trust behavior predicts subordinate perceptions of supervisor trustworthiness. To 

analyze our full moderated mediation model, we estimated the index of moderated mediation 

of each parallel pathway (social learning and social exchange) and then inspected the 

conditional indirect effects. We assessed the significance of the index and indirect effects by 

calculating a 95% bias corrected bootstrapped confidence interval. 

First, a 2 × 2 ANOVA on social learning showed a significant main effect of 

perceived manager trustworthiness, F(1, 156) = 101.59, p = 1.03×10-18, d = 1.60, 95% CI = 

[1.24, 1.96]. Participants who perceived their manager to be trustworthy were more likely to 

learn from their manager than those who did not consider their manager to be trustworthy 

(Ms = 4.22 vs. 2.37, SEs = 0.13 vs. 0.13, respectively). Results also revealed a significant 

main effect of Participation (F(1, 156) = 168.33, p = 1.42×10-26, d = 2.05, 95% CI = [1.67, 

2.43]). Supervisors were more likely to learn from their manager when their manager invited 

them to participate than when they were not invited to participate (Ms = 4.48 vs. 2.10, SEs = 

0.12 vs. 0.13, respectively). More importantly, the analysis revealed a significant Perceived 

Manager Trustworthiness × Participation interaction (F(1, 156) = 12.80, p = 4.62×10-4, d = 

0.57, 95% CI = [0.25, 0.88]; see Figure 5). Supervisors were more likely to learn from their 

manager when they perceived their manager as someone who is trustworthy than when they 

did not. This effect was stronger when the manager invited the supervisor to participate (Ms = 

5.74 vs. 3.23, SEs = 0.16 vs. 0.18, respectively; F(1, 156) = 127.62, p = 1.36×10-29, d = 1.79, 

95% CI = [1.42, 2.15]), than when there was no such invitation (Ms = 2.70 vs. 1.51, SEs = 

0.21 vs. 0.18, respectively; F(1, 156) = 13.79,  p = 2.04×10-4, d = 0.59, 95% CI = [0.27, 

0.90]). This finding supports Hypothesis 1.  

To test an alternative pathway, we ran a 2 × 2 ANOVA on Social Exchange. Similar 

to the ANOVA on Social Learning, results revealed main effects of Supervisor Perceived 

Manager Trustworthiness, Mhigh vs. low = 4.82 vs. 4.01, SEhigh vs. low = 0.16 vs. 0.16, F(1, 156) = 
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11.72, p = 7.88×10-4, d = 0.54, 95% CI = [0.23, 0.86], and Participation, Mhigh vs. low = 5.37 vs. 

3.515, SEhigh vs. low = 0.15 vs. 0.17, F(1, 156) = 69.50, p = 3.74×10-14, d = 1.32, 95% CI = 

[0.98, 1.66]. However, no significant interaction term on Social Exchange emerged, F(1, 156) 

= 0.23,  p = 0.63, d = 0.08, 95% CI = [-0.23, 0.39].  

We then tested the next stage of our proposed moderated mediation model, focusing 

on whether social learning predicts supervisor trust behavior. We conducted an OLS 

regression analysis in which we controlled for predictors from the first stage of the model 

(i.e., perceived manager trustworthiness, participation, and the Perceived manager 

Trustworthiness × Participation interaction term) and for social exchange. The analysis 

revealed that social learning was positively related to supervisor trust behavior, b = 0.59, SE 

= 0.09, t = 6.94, p = 1.02×10-10, d = 1.10, 95% CI = [0.76, 1.43]. Moreover, and in support of 

Hypothesis 3, results revealed that the indirect effect of perceived manager trustworthiness on 

supervisor trust behavior via social learning was more pronounced when the supervisor was 

invited (vs. not invited) to participate in managerial decision-making (index of moderated 

mediation = 0.83, 95% CI = [0.44, 1.34]). Specifically, the indirect effect was more 

pronounced at high levels of participation (indirect effect = 1.34, 95% CI = [0.89, 1.88]) than 

at low levels of participation (indirect effect = 0.51, 95% CI = [0.17, 0.96]). Social exchange 

was not significantly related to supervisor trust behavior, b = 0.13, SE = 0.07, t = 1.80, p = 

.07, d = 0.28, 95% CI = [-0.03, 0.60]. 

We then tested the next path of our proposed moderated mediation model, focusing on 

whether supervisor trust behavior predicts subordinate perception of supervisor 

trustworthiness. Again, we conducted an OLS regression analysis in which we controlled for 

predictors from the earlier stages of the model (including social exchange). Results showed 

that supervisor trust behavior was significantly related to the subordinate perception of 

supervisor trustworthiness, b = 0.58, SE = 0.09, t = 6.55, p = 8.30×10-10, d = 1.04, 95% CI = 
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[0.71, 1.37].  

We then assessed the last stage of our model. We checked whether subordinate 

perception of supervisor trustworthiness predicts subordinate performance. Because our 

performance measure is a dichotomous variable, we ran a logistic regression where we also 

controlled for predictors from the earlier stages of our proposed model. Results revealed a 

significant main effect of Perceived Supervisor Trustworthiness on performance, b = 0.71, SE 

= 0.18, z = 3.84, p = 1.22×10-4, OR = 2.03, d = 0.64, 95% CI = [0.32, 0.95]. The odds of 

helping the supervisor were 2.03 times higher if Perceived Supervisor Trustworthiness 

increased by 1. 

As a full test of our proposed model (see Figure 1), we calculated the index of 

moderated mediation of our full model. As previously stated, if this index is significantly 

different from zero, then the indirect effect of supervisor perceptions of manager 

trustworthiness  Social learning  Supervisor trust behavior  Subordinate perceptions of 

supervisor trustworthiness  subordinate performance, is contingent upon Participation (see 

Figure 1). Results confirmed this model by revealing a significant index of moderated 

mediation, (index = 0.32, 95% bootstrapped CI [0.09, 0.83]). The proposed indirect effect 

was more pronounced when the supervisor was invited to participate in decision-making 

(indirect effect = 0.61, 95% bootstrapped CI [0.19, 1.33]), than when he/she was not (indirect 

effect = 0.29, 95% bootstrapped CI [0.08, 0.73]). The pathway via social exchange did not 

have a significant index of moderated mediation (index = -0.01, 95% bootstrapped CI [-0.13, 

0.03]). Further, the difference between the two indices of moderated mediation of social 

learning and social exchange was significant (indexSLminusSE =  0.33, 95% bootstrapped CI 

[0.09, 0.81]). In sum, Study 3 shows support for the entire model depicted in Figure 1.12 

                                                           
12 We conducted a replication of Study 3 that differed in two ways from Study 3. First, we measured social 

exchange with the organizational support scale of Eisenberger et al. (2002), which was also used in the Wo et al. 

(2015) paper that tested for mediators of trickle down effects. Second, we did not measure employee 

performance in this study. The results of this replication were almost identical to the results of Study 3. The 
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Discussion of Study 3 

Study 3 aimed to provide supportive evidence for all our Hypotheses by 

demonstrating that social learning processes underlie the effect of the interaction between 

supervisor perceptions of manager trustworthiness and supervisor participation in managerial 

decision-making on supervisor trust behavior. Moreover, we also showed that supervisor trust 

behavior—as driven by social learning processes—predicted subordinate perceptions of 

supervisor trustworthiness and subordinate performance level.  

These findings are important because they identify the specific process that drives our 

interaction effect on supervisor trust behavior towards subordinates. As noted earlier, to the 

best of our knowledge, the trickle-down literature has failed to empirically test the validity of 

the theoretical frameworks used to guide research questions and theory-driven models and 

hypotheses. The only exception so far has been Wo et al. (2015), who found evidence in 

favor of social exchange and displaced aggression processes but not of social learning 

processes. Thus, our research contributes to the literature by providing further process-

oriented evidence in the context of trickle-down effects and by being the first to provide 

empirical support in favor of the social learning framework. We will elaborate on these 

contributions in the next section.  

General Discussion 

Building on social learning theory, we theorized and tested when and why 

trustworthiness perceptions trickle down from supervisors to subordinates and whether these 

perceptions ultimately affect the performance of subordinates. Our findings across three 

                                                           
analysis revealed that social learning was positively related to supervisor trust behavior (b = 0.35, SE = 0.16, t = 

2.15, p = .03, d = 0.38, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.73]), whereas social exchange was not significantly related to 

supervisors’ trust behavior (b = 0.22, SE = 0.18, t = 1.23, p = .22, d = 0.22, 95% CI = [-0.13, 0.56]). Results 

further showed that the index of moderated mediation was significant (index = 0.25, 95% bootstrapped CI [0.02, 

0.58]). The indirect effect of supervisor perceived trustworthiness of the manager via social learning processes 

was more pronounced when supervisors were invited to participate in decision-making (indirect effect = 0.39, 

95% bootstrapped CI [0.01, 0.81]) than when they were not (indirect effect = 0.13, 95% bootstrapped CI [0.01, 

0.34]). 
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studies provided support for our hypotheses.  

First, employing a multisource design, Study 1 demonstrated that supervisor 

perceptions of manager trustworthiness predicted subordinate performance via the mediating 

mechanism of subordinate perceptions of supervisor trustworthiness, and this indirect 

relationship emerged only when the supervisor participated in managerial decision-making. 

Employing an experimental yoked design, Study 2 demonstrated that the interactive 

effect between supervisor perception of manager trustworthiness and supervisor participation 

in managerial decision-making influenced the extent to which the supervisor showed trusting 

behavior toward the subordinate, which in turn influenced subordinate perception of 

supervisor trustworthiness.  

Using the same yoked design, Study 3 showed that the interactive effect of supervisor 

perceptions of manager trustworthiness and supervisor participation in managerial decision-

making influenced supervisor trust behavior toward the subordinate via social learning 

processes, and this trust behavior in turn influenced subordinate perceptions of supervisor 

trustworthiness and subordinate performance level. In the next section, we discuss these 

findings and their implications. 

Theoretical Implications 

Our studies make several theoretical contributions. One contribution comes from our 

systematic exploration of how and why trustworthiness perceptions trickle down to affect the 

performance of subordinates. Fulmer and Gelfand (2012) noted in their review that one 

important recommendation for future research was to examine how and when trust built at 

one level trickles down in organizations to trust in other referents. Following this review, De 

Jong, Kroon, and Schilke (in press) inferred from their analysis of trust research published in 

top-tier management journals that research aimed at examining and understanding the 

dynamic diffusion of trust across parties and different hierarchical levels is still lagging. 



42 

 

 

Studies so far have primarily focused only on considering the impact of properties of single 

dyads (e.g. Jones & Shah, 2016; Yakovelva et al., 2010), which did not account for trickle-

down dynamics among trust referents. Our present research addresses this call by examining 

dynamics of how trustworthiness perceptions expand trust from higher to lower 

organizational levels by joining very recent research that illustrates that interpersonal trust – 

as emerging from trustworthiness perceptions - needs to be examined as a socially embedded 

phenomenon (Fulmer & Ostroff, 2017; Gupta et al., 2016). Important to note is that, contrary 

to this recent research, we suggest that trustworthiness perceptions happen in the minds of 

separate individuals at different levels of the organization. For this reason, we adopted a 

trickle-down approach, a paradigm that has not been used yet to investigate these dynamics 

of trust development (see De Jong et al., in press).  

In the context of this trickle-down paradigm, we adopted a social learning theory 

perspective to predict when trustworthiness perceptions trickle down and which processes 

underlie the effect of supervisor perceptions of manager trustworthiness on subordinate 

performance. We illustrated in two ways the important role that social learning processes play 

in the trickling down of trustworthiness perceptions. First, in line with social learning theory 

(Bandura, 1986), we reasoned that supervisors set out to learn from their relationship with 

their manager to infer how to behave in terms of trust building in the organization. Perceiving 

the manager as trustworthy created a learning experience when the manager displayed 

behavior that allowed for creating a trusting relationship between the manager and supervisor 

(i.e. reinforcement of learning, Bandura, 1972). Specifically, we argued that if the manager 

invites the supervisor to participate in decision-making then the positive expectation held by 

the supervisor would be met and create trust between the supervisor and manager. In turn, 

this creation of a trusting relationship should then teach the supervisor to create trusting 

relationships with his/her own subordinates. Study 2 indeed showed the influence of this 
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interactive effect between supervisor perception of manager trustworthiness and the 

supervisor participation in managerial decision-making on the emergence of supervisor trust 

behavior toward his or her subordinate. A second important point that supports the role of 

social learning processes is the finding in Study 3 that, as predicted, social learning processes 

mediate this interactive effect on the supervisor´s trust behavior.  

The results of our studies validate social learning theory as an explanatory framework 

for predicting and explaining the trickle-down process of trustworthiness perceptions in 

organizations. This finding provides an interesting addition to the literature for a variety of 

reasons. First, although a vast amount of trickle-down studies employ social learning theory 

as their guiding framework (e.g., Ambrose et al., 2013; Mawritz et al., 2012; Mayer et al., 

2009; Simons et al., 2007), there has been no empirical test of social learning (or other 

mediating processes) until Wo et al. (2015). These authors empirically validated the three 

most prominent theoretical frameworks used in the trickle-down literature (i.e., social 

exchange theory, social learning theory, and displaced aggression) as possibly underlying 

interpersonal and informational justice trickle-down effects. Wo and colleagues found that 

interpersonal justice trickled down via displaced aggression processes and informational 

justice trickled down via social exchange processes. They did not find social learning to 

provide a mediating mechanism by which either type of justice judgments trickled down.  

The fact that our present studies provide evidence for social learning processes as a 

mediating mechanism for the trickling down of trust differentiates our conclusions from Wo 

et al.’s (2015). There are several interesting implications to this. First, many scholars tended 

to consider the concepts of trust and justice as interchangeable (e.g., De Cremer, 2004; 

Konovsky & Pugh, 1994; Colquitt et al., 2013; Kernan & Hanges, 2002; Organ & Konovsky, 

1989). Empirical research about trust and justice linked these two concepts to similar 

organizational outcomes (Colquitt & Rodell, 2011) and to each other (Van den Bos, Wilke, 
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Lind & Vermunt, 1998; see Cohen-Charash & Spector, 2001; Colquitt et al., 2001; Dirks & 

Ferrin, 2002 for meta-analyses). These findings led Lewicki, Wiethoff, and Tomlinson (2005: 

p. 253) more than a decade ago to conclude that both theoretical and empirical work “clearly 

point [sic] to a strong relationship between trust and justice.”  

However, our findings, in combination with Wo et al.’s (2015), underscore the 

importance of looking at trust and justice as unique concepts because they appear to trickle 

down via different processes. As noted, both concepts share some commonalities. However, 

when it comes to explaining their impact within and mobility through organizational settings, 

they may have to be explained differently (De Cremer & Tyler, 2007; Holtz, 2013, 2015). 

This implies that it cannot be taken for granted that closely related organizational behavior 

variables will necessarily trickle down in similar ways and for similar reasons. Thus, studies 

should focus on which theoretical account best explains the trickling down of the specific 

concept under investigation (in our case: trust) rather than on which theoretical perspective 

best explains trickle-down effects in general (see Wo et al., 2015).  

Practical Implications 

Our findings have several practical implications. Given that trust is associated with a 

variety of outcomes that are considered important for the functioning of organizations (see 

e.g., Colquitt et al., 2007), it would be wise for organizations to design effective efforts for 

promoting perceptions of trustworthiness throughout the organization. Our present research 

shows that to ensure that trusting relationships develop, it is crucial that managers reinforce 

the positive expectations that come along with the trustworthiness perceptions of their 

supervisors. This is a rewarding act that will create a trust relationship between managers and 

supervisors, which in turn will motivate supervisors to show trust behavior towards their own 

subordinates, thus creating trust relationships with them. Hence, an important task for 

management is to develop and reward trusting relationships at the top of the organization; this 
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will make trusting behavior the norm to be picked up by supervisors. This process will 

provide a necessary input to the development of trust across all levels within the organization 

and will ultimately influence the performance of the subordinates. This insight suggests that 

trust development and training programs should be targeted, first and foremost, at the top of 

the company rather than at lower-level employees. If organizations want to build work forces 

that operate on a foundation of trust, it is necessary to get managers involved and to train 

them to know when and how to reward supervisors’ trust toward managers.  

Unfortunately, organizations usually do not invest many company resources to train 

higher management to actively build trusting relationships with their lower-level employees. 

There are a variety of reasons why investing in developing the trust-building qualities of 

those at the top are not considered an important business strategy. Trust is often mistaken for 

compliance, and as a result, organizations usually reason that designing systems to monitor 

and reward/punish (in)appropriate behaviors should suffice. However, the existence of such 

systems may undermine the presence of high quality and trusting relationships (e.g., Mulder, 

van Dijk, De Cremer, & Wilke, 2006). Furthermore, for many companies, the contemporary 

wisdom that what cannot be measured does not exist (McAfee & Brynjolfsson, 2012) applies 

to the notion of trust. Indeed, many organizations consider trust to be a soft concept that is 

difficult to quantify, and thus, less attention is paid to it. Nevertheless, given that employees 

are influenced strongly by their day-to-day interactions with their supervisors, and those 

supervisors are influenced strongly by their interactions with their managers, it follows that 

trust training for higher-level management should not be considered a fuzzy cost but as an 

important investment to create joint value in the long term.  

Strengths, Limitations, and Suggestions for Future Research 

An important strength of our research comes from our multimethod approach to 

studying the trickle-down effects of trustworthiness perceptions. The field study (Study 1) 
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provides highly ecologically valid evidence for the trickling down of trustworthiness 

perceptions within organizations and its impact on employee performance. However, the 

internal validity of this study is limited. In contrast, the experiments (Studies 2 and 3) provide 

evidence high in internal validity for the mediation processes by which trustworthiness 

perceptions trickle down, but they are limited in external validity. Combining the use of both 

methodologies makes up for the limitations associated with each, thus promoting the overall 

validity of our series of studies. Specifically, our approach fits well with recent 

methodological recommendations to use randomized experimental designs (Studies 2 and 3) 

for testing moderated mediation (Stone-Romero & Rosopa, 2008), which is what our 

hypotheses put forward. Because our experiments used a yoked design, we allowed for 

temporal separation between the predictors, the mediating mechanism, and the dependent 

variable. This allowed us to make stronger conclusions about the causal direction of the 

effects. Further, because we randomly assigned participants to a condition, we reduced the 

influence of omitted variables (Shadish, Cook & Campbell, 2002). As Stone-Romero and 

Rosopa (2008, p. 329) note, “the findings of research using randomized experimental designs 

afford the firmest basis for inferences about cause in mediation models.”  

In this manner, our research provides an important contribution to the trickle-down 

literature. Most trickle-down studies have relied on cross-sectional designs, which has made 

arriving at valid causal conclusions impossible. Some trickle-down effect studies separated in 

time the measurement of the predictor and criterion variables (e.g., Wo et al., 2015), and yet 

these studies still do not allow for causal conclusions to be drawn. We know of only one 

other trickle-down study that employed an experimental design (Dvir, Eden, Avolio, & 

Shamir, 2002). This study found that compared to an eclectic leadership training of top 

management, a transformational leadership training of top management had a more positive 

impact on the development of their direct followers and on the performance of lower-ranked 
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organization members. As noted earlier, in contrast to the Dvir et al. (2002) study, we used an 

experimental yoked design that enabled us to study real trickle-down effects in a controlled 

setting. Connecting hierarchical levels in an experimental setting via a yoked design 

represents a methodological innovation to this literature.  

A limitation of our experimental yoked design is that it focuses on one specific 

relationship that the supervisor has with a subordinate, when in fact supervisors usually 

supervise teams composed of several individuals. Thus, our findings do not extend to the trust 

behavior that a supervisor shows to several members of the team. This is an interesting future 

research question. Another suggestion for future research involves combining the use of 

different trickle paradigms. Our studies and those of others (e.g., Fulmer & Ostroff, 2017; 

Gupta et al., 2016) demonstrate that subordinate performance is influenced by trustworthiness 

perceptions that develop within hierarchical settings. An important question that emerges 

from this observation is how to determine whose trustworthiness perceptions (e.g., 

subordinate or supervisor) of which other party (e.g., supervisor or manager) will have the 

strongest impact on subordinate performance. Addressing this question necessitates studying 

trickle-up and trickle-down effects simultaneously. We wish to note that such research will 

have to avoid any confusion concerning the steps to be tested to be able to speak of a trickle 

effect, which include factors like the trickle effects representing assessments in the minds of 

separate individuals across different hierarchical levels. As noted in Footnote 1, the research 

by Fulmer and Ostroff (2017) does not reflect such steps, as advocated by the standard 

definition of a trickle process. Therefore, researchers need to ensure that future work 

involving both trickle-up and trickle-down trustworthiness perceptions does encompass the 

steps required to test trickle-down effects adequately.    

A final suggestion for future research is the simultaneous testing of trickle-down effects 

with trust transferability effects. In our present research, we found evidence that subordinates 
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perceive their supervisor as trustworthy because this supervisor acts in trusting ways toward 

them (as a function of the interactive effect between supervisor perceptions of manager 

trustworthiness and supervisor participation in managerial decision-making). However, other 

processes could be at play as well, and trust transfer may be one of them (Ferrin et al., 2006; 

McEvily, Perone, & Zaheer, 2003). Specifically, the trust one has in one party can be used as 

the basis to trust another party, thus providing a foundation for trust to be transferred between 

individuals (Uzzi, 1996). Similarly, it could be the case that subordinates trust their 

supervisors because they trust the supervisor’s manager, and this could present an additional 

explanation for how trust in management would result in increased subordinate performance. 

Concluding Remarks 

Employing a trickle-down model and building on social learning theory, our present 

research helps to understand how trust can be built and extended throughout the organization 

through trickle-down effects. We show that trustworthiness perceptions at higher levels of the 

organization can influence, via trust behavior of the supervisor, trustworthiness perceptions 

and performance of subordinates, particularly when management invites participation of the 

supervisor. We hope that future researchers will further examine trust as a socially embedded 

phenomenon in understanding how it can serve the organization’s welfare and the 

subordinate’s functioning. 
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Table 1. 

Study 1: Means, standard deviations, and correlations 

 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Gender Students - -                 

2. Age Students 14.03 1.63 .05               

3. Gender Teachers 1.72 0.45 -.09 -.35***             

4. Age Teachers 45.20 8.31 .12 .26*** -.32***           

5. Tenure Teachers 18.11 9.00 .12 .01 -.34*** .68***         

6. Teacher Perceived 

Trustworthiness of Principal 
4.64 1.35 -.10 -.46*** .14 -.07 -.11       

7. Student Perceived 

Trustworthiness of Teacher   
5.54 1.02 .05 -.29*** .07 -.20** -.19** .24***     

8. Participation 4.86 1.57 .05 -.51*** .12 -.11 -.06 .36** .26***   

9. Student Academic Performance 65.53 9.07 .03 -.20** .12 .00 -.00 .14* .19** .07 

                      

 

 Note. Men are coded as 1; Women are coded as 2; * p < .05 (2-tailed), ** p < .01 (2-tailed), *** p < .001 (2-tailed); M and SD are used to 

represent mean and standard deviation, respectively. 
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Table 2.  

Results Study 1: Predicting Student Perceptions of Teacher Trustworthiness and Student Academic Performance 

 

 

  

 Criterion: Student Perceptions of Teacher 

Trustworthiness  

 Criterion: Student Academic Performance 

      

Predictor b (SE) t Cohen’s d [95% CI]  b (SE) t Cohen’s d [95% CI] 

Intercept 5.48 (0.07) 81.94 11.65 [10.49, 12.86]  57.13 (1.80) 31.74 4.52 [4.00, 5.05] 

Teacher Perceptions of Principal 

Trustworthiness 

0.13 (0.04) 3.01 0.43 [0.15, 0.71]  0.71 (0.68) 1.04 0.15 [-0.13, 0.42] 

Participation 0.13 (0.05) 2.54 0.36 [0.08, 0.64]  -0.10 (0.62) -0.17 -0.02 [-0.30, 0.26] 

Teacher Perceptions of Principal 

Trustworthiness × Participation 

0.07 (0.02) 4.06 0.58 [0.29, 0.86]  -0.06 (0.24) -0.23 -0.03 [-0.31, 0.25] 

Student Perceptions of Teacher 

Trustworthiness  

    1.52 (0.38) 4.01 0.57 [0.29, 0.86] 

        

R2 .12    .05   
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Table 3. 

  

Study 2: Means, standard deviations, and correlations 

  

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Supervisor Gender - -               

2. Supervisor Age 19.88 1.37 .02             

3. Employee Gender - - -.03 -.07           

4. Employee Age 20.15 2.18 -.09 .08 -.01         

5. Perceived Manager 

Trustworthiness 
0.49 0.50 .05 .02 -.09 .17*       

6. Participation 0.52 0.50 -.02 .07 -.04 .04 .05     

7. Supervisor trust behavior 3.91 1.15 .13 -.04 -.03 -.02 .05 .18*   

8. Perceived Supervisor 

trustworthiness 
4.42 1.00 -.03 -.05 .13 -.03 -.03 .11 .24*** 

                    

 

Note. * p < .05 (2-tailed), ** p < .01 (2-tailed), *** p < .001 (2-tailed) M and SD are used to represent mean and standard deviation, 

respectively. Men are coded as 1; Women are coded as 2; Both Perceived manager trustworthiness and Participation were manipulated, where 1 

and 0 indicate the high and low conditions respectively. 
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Table 4 

  

Study 3: Means, standard deviations, and correlations 

  

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Supervisor Gender - -                     

2. Supervisor Age 36.93 9.79 -.16*                   

3. Employee Gender - - -.00 .04                 

4. Employee Age 38.81 10.46 .04 .07 -.03               

5. Perceived Manager 

Trustworthiness 
0.49 0.50 -.04 -.14 -.09 .03             

6. Participation 0.55 0.50 .02 .00 .04 .11 .14           

7. Supervisor trust behavior 3.94 1.82 .02 -.04 -.01 .06 .48*** .56***         

8. Felt Obligation 4.52 1.74 .04 .06 .00 .15 .29*** .57*** .62***       

9. Social Learning 3.45 2.00 .00 -.08 -.05 .09 .56*** .65*** .79*** .68***     

10. Perceived Supervisor 

trustworthiness 
3.87 1.69 .08 -.02 -.07 .05 .40*** .43*** .72*** .46*** .61***   

11. Subordinate 

performance 
0.71 0.46 .00 -.09 -.10 -.02 .12 .13 .32*** .14 .23*** .44*** 

                          

 

Note. * p < .05 (2-tailed), ** p < .01 (2-tailed), *** p < .001 (2-tailed) M and SD are used to represent mean and standard deviation, 

respectively. Men are coded as 1; Women are coded as 2; Both Perceived manager trustworthiness and Participation were manipulated, where 1 

and 0 indicate the high and low conditions respectively. 
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Figure 1.  

Conceptual model of the trickle-down process of trustworthiness.  

 

 

 

Note: The light and dark grey boxes represent the variables from the conceptual model used 

in Study 1 and 2, respectively. In Study 3, all variables from the conceptual model were used. 
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Figure 2 

The Relationship between Teacher Perceptions of Principal Trustworthiness and Student 

Perceptions of Teacher Trustworthiness as Contingent upon Principal Participation with 

Teacher (Study 1). 
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Figure 3 

Region of Significance Study 1: Estimated Coefficient of Teacher Perceptions of Principal 

Trustworthiness on Student Perceptions of Teacher Trustworthiness by Teacher Participation 

in Decision-Making.  

 

  

This figure shows the marginal effect of teacher perceptions of principal trustworthiness on 

student perceptions of teacher trustworthiness (Y-axis) across values of participation (X-

axis). Teacher perceptions of principal trustworthiness predicts student perceptions of teacher 

trustworthiness for Participation values ≥ 4.63. The shaded area shows the 95% CI interval. 
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Figure 4 

The Effect of Perceived Trustworthiness of Manager on Supervisor Trust Behavior as 

Contingent upon Supervisor Participation in Decision-Making (Study 2) 
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Figure 5 

 

The Effect of Perceived Manager Trustworthiness on Social Learning as Contingent upon 

Supervisor Participation in Decision-Making (Study 3) 
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Appendix A 

 

 

 

This in an illustration of the loaders that appeared on the screen of the participants. The 

loading bar was a gif-image where the dark blue square looped from left to right. After 

several seconds, the subsequent screen appeared so that participants saw that the counter 

(e.g., 1/4) went up. This animated progress bar made participants believe that the system is 

busy connecting them, and that they had to wait until the system was ready.  


