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TRUST: OVERCOMING THE RELUCTANCE OF  

EMPLOYEES TO MAKE DISCRETIONARY EFFORTS  

FOR THE BENEFIT OF THE ORGANISATION 

 
Abstract 
 

Discretionary effort by employees is a vital input to organisations because 
managers cannot specify in an employment contract all of the demands they 
will place on employees. To encourage this discretionary effort, 
organisations need to create an appropriate environment and shared 
mindset where employees are encouraged to share their knowledge and 
skills with others for the benefit of the organisation. 
 
Trust is the essential element in discretionary effort (Sharkie, 2007) and the 
level of trust is decided in a context where the traditional employment 
relationship, incorporating long term security, commitment and reciprocity, 
has been replaced by a psychological contract with a high level of 
precariousness (Capelli, 1999). For employees who now perceive a greater 
level of precariousness in their employment relationship, discretionary 
effort is likely to be moderated by the level of perceived organisational 
support and the perceptions of trust in management.  
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Introduction 
 
The intellectual capital of any organisation is often its most valuable asset and 
organisational performance depends on the capture, development and exploitation of the 
explicit and implicit knowledge that exists in the organisation. The problem for 
organisations is that, although they need to access the knowledge of their employees, 
this contribution by employees is outside their job description and therefore any 
contribution is discretionary. 
 
Dirks and Ferrin (2001) claim that trust may be a significant prerequisite for effective 
communication and discretionary extra-role behaviour, because without trust, skills and 
knowledge are likely to be withheld instead of being disseminated. According to Jones 
and George (1998), discretionary effort requires a staged development of trust. 
Conditional trust may be initially established, provided there are no obvious 
impediments to trusting the other party, such as critically different values or beliefs. 
Over time, as the experience of the parties increases, this conditional trust may develop 
into unconditional trust which may involve an increase in cooperative and sharing 
behaviours. Bommer, Miles and Grover (2003) assert that the giving up of knowledge is 
a practical demonstration of trust and commitment to the organisation, because 
knowledge is a source of value to the individual in such dimensions as employment, 
recognition and financial rewards.  
 
Although organisations need employees to contribute their discretionary effort, there 
have been increased feelings of precariousness in the workplace. This follows a decline 
in the traditional employment relationship which incorporated long term commitment 
and employment security. As a result, discretionary behaviour is now less likely than in 
the past. 
 
The reduction in employer guarantees to employees, and the consequent reduction in 
commitment by employees back to the organisation, has highlighted the important need 
to understand how employees decide on their level of discretionary effort and the 
importance of trust in getting this discretionary effort. 
 
Trust and Discretionary Effort 
 
Organisations operate through people and it is likely therefore that their contributions, 
particularly their discretionary efforts, will be important for the success of an 
organisation. Organisations need to access, develop and then harness the knowledge, 
skills and abilities of their employees because this can enable them to improve their 
performance (Teece, Pisano & Shuen (1977); Housel & Bell (2000)). 
 
The traditional employment relationship, characterised by its behavioural principles of 
long-term commitment, reciprocity and internal promotion and development, has been 
adversely affected not only by the pressures of the marketplace, but also from 
management practices such as restructuring, downsizing and benchmarking. For 
example, although Housel and Bell (2000) recognise that some organisational 
knowledge can be owned and protected by procedures, processes, information 
management systems, trademarks, patents and contracts etc., they point to the potential 
dangers from the loss of managers and employees and the effect that the consequent loss 
of their embedded knowledge has on the organisation. 
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The importance of interpersonal trust in gaining discretionary effort from employees 
and increasing organisational effectiveness is being recognised, according to Dirks and 
Ferrin (2001), as is the importance of trust towards leaders (Dirks, 2000). Trust is also 
seen as a significant contributor to organisational performance because employees’ 
discretionary contributions cannot be easily replicated or imitated (Jones and George, 
1998). 
 
Organisations that want to be successful will need to develop the ability to manage 
change and to learn rapidly, and this is likely to result from focusing attention on such 
skills as agility, flexibility and speed. An organisation’s success is therefore likely to 
depend on the speed at which it can generate, capture and disseminate skills and 
knowledge of employees and then use these skills and knowledge to develop 
capabilities that enable it to improve its performance. This ability to create knowledge 
and to continue to learn from it becomes a capability because innovative knowledge 
developed today will become the core knowledge of tomorrow (Zack, 1999). 
 
The Psychological Contract and Discretionary Effort 
 
The relationship between the employee and an organisation can be expressed in 
different ways. One is the explicit contractual arrangement that attempts to specify the 
duties, terms and conditions of employment and the material rewards that represent the 
consideration for the employee in return for their contribution to the organisation. 
However there are inherent difficulties in attempting to give explicit definition, in 
advance, to the job complexities and the duties and performance levels required of an 
employee under this contract and hence to define the contribution that will be expected 
from that employee. 
 
Another expression of the relationship between an employee and the organisation is 
through the psychological contract, which is an implicit agreement about what each 
party gives and gets from the relationship (Bowen, Gilliland and Folger, 1999) and 
embodies the implicit rules and regulations that determine the relationship. The 
psychological contract is implicit and consists of the felt or perceived expectations of 
wants and rights and effectively therefore incorporates the emotional and social aspects 
of the agreement between the two parties (Harrison and Kessels, 2004). For the 
relationship to be productive under this implicit contract, there will be a time delay as 
trust will have to develop. In time it is hoped that trust will have developed to an extent 
that will allow an individual to make a worthwhile commitment to the organisation. 
 
The literature suggests that success in developing sustainable competitive advantage 
will depend on the ability of the organisation to access the knowledge and skills of 
individuals. This will be particularly so where knowledge and innovation are essential 
parts of adding value, and the willing involvement of all employees in that task will be 
vital (Harrison and Kessels, 2004).  
 
In a highly competitive environment, organisations have a desperate need to find and 
enhance the talents of employees but the problem for the organisation is that it is asking 
this of employees whose level of trust and commitment to the organisation has been 
diminished by the changed security and advancement conditions offered by the 
employer (Capelli 1999; Casey 1999). Where this reduced level of employee trust 
directly impacts on their loyalty to the business, the organisation must somehow still 
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access, capture and retain the knowledge carried by employees, however the big 
question is how the organisation is to get employees to provide their discretionary 
effort, despite their reluctant tendencies. 
 
Figure 1 shows the relationship between the psychological contract and discretionary 
effort, and it identifies employees’ perception of trust as the determinant of the 
willingness or otherwise of employees to provide their discretionary effort for the 
benefit of the organisation. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1: The Psychological Contract and Discretionary Effort (Sharkie 2007) 
 
This model of discretionary extra-role behaviour suggests that the contribution of 
employees will depend on their perceptions of support from the HR policies and 
practices of the organisation, as viewed through the psychological contract (Figure 1). 
Values and behaviours as espoused by top management will be reflected in the work 
environment and viewed as supportive or non-supportive. If these perceptions are 
positive, then trust levels will be high which may lead to a willingness to engage in 
discretionary extra-role behaviour and to share their skills and knowledge with others 
for the benefit of the organisation. On the other hand, negative perceptions will result in 
little trust and in the withdrawal of discretionary effort. 
 
In a similar way, Guest and Conway (1997) argue that a perception that promises and 
expectations have been met, will be based on Perceived fairness and a sense of equity; 
perceptions of trust and expectations about future outcomes; and the delivery methods 
implemented by management. 
 
The model suggests that the maximisation of positive discretionary effort is likely to 
require a trusting and supportive environment as a prerequisite before people will enter 
into a sharing mode and make available their skills and knowledge for use by others. If 
the work environment is seen to encourage a spirit of sharing, the challenge for an 
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individual will be to shift from a commitment to their own interests to the interests of 
the group. A number of areas require attention in order to create a context of care and 
mutual trust, according to Von Krogh, Ichizo and Nonaka (2000), with mutual trust 
requiring each party to believe in the good intentions of others towards receiving trust 
and the giving of help. Management’s effort to develop trust should create a sense of 
mutual dependency in a team or group and should clearly articulate how the knowledge 
and experience of each member can help the team, the individual and the organisation. 
 
The participants in the discretionary effort model will develop their own perceptions of 
the values and beliefs espoused by top management, and will see these as setting the 
conditions under which they are expected to work. The willingness of people to engage 
in discretionary extra-role behaviour and share their emotional aspects of experiences 
and feelings is likely to be maximised when their perception is that trust and empathy 
levels are high. On the other hand, it is often an unfortunate consequence of operating in 
high expectancy environments, that these pressures are likely to affect the internal work 
environment. Pressure will be applied by top management for improvements in 
efficiency and the push for higher performance is likely to lead to a general increase in 
stress levels for employees, resulting in the organisation being perceived as a less 
pleasant place to work.  
 
The development of a context where continuous learning is accepted as the norm will be 
an important task for management, but also a very difficult one. The context that is 
developed for continuous learning is also likely to take account of the basic requirement 
for a non-threatening environment to encourage discretionary effort, because employees 
will not be willing to share with others if sharing poses threats to that person’s position 
or power. 
 
The Role of Management in Encouraging Discretionary Effort 
 
If it is the tacit knowledge of employees, rather than explicit knowledge, that underlies 
an organisation’s real basis for performance improvement, as argued by Birchall and 
Tovstiga (1999), then the role that management has to play needs to be examined. An 
organisation’s capabilities will derive from how well it performs the function of 
protecting and integrating the specialised and tacit knowledge of individuals (Burton-
Jones, 1999) and success in this area will depend on how well it creates knowledge, 
acquires knowledge from other organisations, and how effectively it maximises the 
value from the learned knowledge.  
 
Creating a knowledge centred vision for the organisation will be vital for corporate 
success. To create this vision of an organisation as being knowledge centred, 
management will be required to provide support for systems which continually 
challenge the fundamental values of that organisation and thereby encourage continuous 
adjustments (Delahaye, 2005). The organisation must foster employee commitment by 
formulating an organisational intent and proposing it to them. Without providing this 
vision and an appropriate context, the organisation would be unable to judge the value 
of knowledge created by individuals and then shared with others in the organisation 
(Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). 
 
Active empathy must be practised by managers (Humphries and Ashford, 1994) and this 
will be exhibited through active questioning and alert observations. This will need to 
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extend to the provision of an environment where help is freely available and given by a 
manager who understands that the satisfaction of the needs of the individual, the group, 
the organisation and society will have a pivotal role in establishing the caring 
environment. Active empathy also requires a high level of respect for the individual and 
an understanding that members of the group or team need to be encouraged to 
participate. Strong negative judgements on a member’s contribution, on the other hand, 
may be counterproductive to participation. 
 
Management must promote the challenge to established practice by encouraging a focus 
of attention on problems and the development of solutions to those problems. A 
challenge to the system may develop a questioning process in employees, but it is 
essential that managers are proactive in promoting this challenge. Management must 
also develop a degree of internal diversity of ideas, because challenge will develop from 
the different views exhibited by diverse opinion. It is the challenge to existing 
approaches which is important. The end result is the spreading of concepts that originate 
in the tacit knowledge of an individual or a group, to others within the organisation. It is 
possible for this process to provide knowledge to an organisation which might be in 
excess of the needs for immediate operational requirements of employees, but this will 
then provide a framework for future innovation. 
 
According to Peters (1987), middle managers are the key. They operate as a bridge 
between the vision of top management and the chaotic realities of those in the front line. 
Middle managers have to remake reality (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995) according to the 
organisational vision, and synthesise the tacit knowledge of both front liners and senior 
managers. They then need to make it explicit and incorporate it into new products and 
technologies and provide the conceptual framework to enable subordinates to make 
sense of their own experiences, develop concrete concepts and use these concepts to 
implement the framework (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995). 
 
The Important Role of Trust 
 
Employees will differ in their response to the exchange relationship, according to 
Coyle-Shapiro (2002). Reciprocity can result from present inducements by the 
organisation and from anticipated future inducements, and Coyle-Shapiro (2002) argues 
that those employees who have higher trust in their organisation are more likely to 
reciprocate because of their heightened expectations that the relationship will deliver on 
future promises. 
 
It has been suggested that Western managers tend to rely on, and emphasise, scientific 
and quantifiable knowledge (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995) and that they see 
organisations, in a knowledge context, as information processing machines with the 
only useful knowledge being formal, rational and scientific. This emphasis, it is argued, 
increases the difficulties that organisations face in responding to change by limiting 
discretionary extra-role behaviour (Burnes, 2004). 
 
The strategic planing approach acts by identifying new explicit skills and knowledge 
required by the organisation (Delahaye, 2005) and then importing explicit knowledge 
and skills from outside and distributing them within the organisation via training and 
workshops. This approach obviously puts the organisation at a disadvantage by making 
it dependent on the skills and knowledge that are already available to its competitors. 
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The pressure on organisations to improve their performance is increasing; for example, 
institutional investors, as well as ordinary shareholders, seek increased earnings and 
dividends while at the same time expecting the organisation’s share price to grow. 
These pressures from stakeholders are causing managers to seek all possible 
opportunities and to take all possible steps to meet the performance levels demanded by 
their major stakeholders. 
 
New management practices, such as total quality management and business process 
reengineering for example, are presented as generic solutions to solve stakeholder 
pressure problems but, because of their generic nature, they are available to all and 
therefore the race is to do the same thing but do it better. While there are obviously 
substantial benefits available from the use of these practices, particularly to improve 
performance and efficiency, the wide use of benchmarking involved in these practices 
would suggest that it is difficult to achieve superior performance against others who are 
likely to be also using these practices (Von Krogh, Ichizo and Nonaka, 2000).  
 
As with public knowledge, generic solutions to problems tend to be diffused quickly 
and the performance superiority expected from these practices is short lived, producing 
a race for even more organisational effectiveness. As another management practice, 
outsourcing to efficient third parties may allow organisations a much greater 
concentration on building core capability by outsourcing non core (but necessary) 
activities, but this in turn might reduce an organisation’s advantage because other 
organisations are likely to direct their outsourcing to these same efficient third parties 
(Wheelen and Hunger, 2006). 
 
Research by Sharkie (2007) shows that Trust is a very strong determinant of the level of 
discretionary effort by employees (83% shared variance) and that study was able to 
rank, as well as identify, the important indicators of employee empowerment which 
help to determine the level of trust that employees develop. 
 
The most significant indicators of perceived organisational support (or psychological 
support or employees) were the use of high performance HR practices; satisfaction of 
the need for challenging work and an opportunity to extend their skills (higher order 
needs), and respect for their rights and treatment with dignity (status recognition). 
 
The most significant indicators of trust in management (or support from management) 
were: use of high performance HR practices; respect for their rights and treatment with 
dignity (status recognition); and fairness of decision making (procedural justice) 
(Sharkie 2007). 
 
Conclusion 
 
Trust is related to the perception an employee has about a number of factors: How they 
have been treated by the organisation, management and other employees; whether they 
perceive that these parties have been fair, kept their promises and met their obligations; 
and whether the parties can be trusted to fulfil their promises and obligations in the 
future (Guest and Conway, 2001; Fuchs, 2003). Management policies and practices that 
are likely to reflect the values and beliefs espoused by management may have a 
significant effect on how employees view the organisation. If employee perceptions are 
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favourable, then the prospects for giving their discretionary effort are likely to be 
improved.  
 
Storey and Quintas (2001) have argued that there is a poor connection between the 
practices and policies of human resource management and the desired output of 
employees contributing their discretionary effort. Success in these endeavours is going 
to require employees to share their skills, knowledge and expertise with others for the 
benefit of the organisation (Storey & Quintas, 2001). They argue that success in getting 
employees to stay with the organisation, to be more willing to provide their 
discretionary effort and to share their skills and knowledge, will depend on the ability of 
management to develop trust, motivation and commitment in their employees. 
Accessing the knowledge and skills of employees is critical, according to Davis (2005), 
because intangible assets – things like the value of customer relationships, employee 
loyalty and commitment, and governance and risk management capabilities – are so 
important. Trust is also likely to be a key element in an individual’s decision to 
contribute discretionary effort for the benefit of the organisation (Sharkie, 2007). 
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