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Abstract of Thesis

Trust Through a Screen:

How Technology Impacts Trust Building in Hybrid Teams
This paper explores how hybrid teams build trust in a virtual space via technology
platforms such as Microsoft Teams and Zoom. While email and video conferencing
platforms, in particular Cisco’s WebEx, made hybrid teams possible before the COVID-
19 pandemic in 2020, remote work became widely accepted and more prevalent post
pandemic (Wontorczyk & Roznowski, 2022). This paper aims to explore the lived
experiences of full-time corporate office workers and how technology as a tool either
helped to build or decrease trust within a hybrid work team. Seven semi-structured
individual interviews were conducted via Zoom and one semi-structured individual
interview was conducted in-person. As a result of the grounded theory thematic analysis
(open coding, axial coding, and selective coding) seven themes emerged and were either
aligned to cognitive or affective trust. The themes aligned with cognitive trust in hybrid
work environments include accountability/work quality, knowledge sharing/expertise and
willingness to learn, touch points/check-ins, availability and visibility, and issues using
mainstream technology platforms. Casual and authentic self and psychological safety
were linked to affective trust in hybrid work environments. The finding suggests that
technology platforms are a tool that can be utilized in trust building process within hybrid

work environments
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Introduction

Since the global outbreak of COVID-19, the work environment has been forced to
change the way organizational members interact with one another. One major shift was
the widespread adoption of remote work in the workplaces (Wontorczyk & Roznowski,
2022). Since the United States transitioned to a post-pandemic world, more organizations
have adopted and continued the reliance on technology platforms such as Slack, Zoom,
and Microsoft Teams for remote work and hybrid work. These technology platforms
expand opportunities for teams to communicate in a synchronous and interactive way,
which goes beyond a limited, asynchronous email exchange. Although functions and
utilities of these technology platforms vary, they all offer a multi-functional collaborative
platform that connects workers regardless of location. A recent report shows that fully
on-site work has dropped down to 60% since 2019, while hybrid work has increased to
49% in 2022 (Wigert & Agrawal, 2022). In response, many companies including
Microsoft continue to develop features integrated within Microsoft Teams to simulate
face to face interactions in a virtual setting (Microsoft, 2024).

There is a clear demarcation of research conducted pre-COVID and post-COVID
when it comes to the differences between in-person teams where all employees occupy
one shared space together and hybrid and remote work environments where employees
either come into the office some days of the week and share space with colleagues or live
geographically far from the rest of the team (e.g. one team member lives in Los Angeles
while the rest of the team lives Atlanta). As Crawford (2022) points out in a meta-

analysis, there has been a sharp increase in research investigating “working from home”



from pre-2000 (2,520 results), 2000-2019 (16,900 results), and 2000-November 2021
(20,500 results). The extant literature focuses on the sustainability of hybrid/remote work,
employee well-being, and various industries adapting to hybrid work. Although it is
plausible to argue that the hybrid work, where not all members of a team occupy the
same physical space when work is being done, became a widely accepted work model
after the pandemic, little is known about if and how collaborative technology platforms
and their specific features affect organizational members’ perception in the trust-building
process. Prior to hybrid work models where it was generally expected for a work team to
be in the same physical space, the investigation of the trust-building process in the
traditional work models has been conducted in in-person settings. Considering the shift
from on site, in-person work to hybrid work, the way trust is built and maintained in
teams has changed among team members. This research explores how the use of
technology platforms impacts the trust-building process for hybrid teams. Given that trust
plays a pivotal role in fostering a positive organizational culture and generating positive
outcomes such as organizational members’ perceived happiness, higher retention rate,
and greater work performance (Radu, 2023), it is imperative to uncover the trust building
process within organizations that adopt the hybrid work model. In this respect,
investigation of best practices that utilize functions to improve trust among organizational
members will broaden our knowledge in the interplay of organizational communication
and technology and further make a substantive contribution by offering in-depth insights

of practical implications for organizations.



Literature Review

Definition of Trust

It is well noted that the concept of trust has multifaceted definitions. For example,
trust is defined as a socially constructed fundamental aspect of social life (Luhmann,
2017) and necessary for organizations that rely on teams built on interdependence, which
proves to be difficult as it is context dependent involves at minimum two parties (Mayer
et al., 1995). While the first known use of trust was in the 13" century according to the
Merriam-Webster dictionary, there is a challenge of confidently claiming one definition
of trust that works across the organizational communication and management discipline
despite academics defining and dissecting the concept of trust (McKnight & Chervany,
2000).

In the organizational management discipline, Mayer et al. (1995) proposed a
model of organizational trust that differed from previous models that considered both the
trustor and trustee. Mayer et al. defined trust as “the willingness of a party 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, irrespective of the ability to monitor
or control that other party” (Mayer et al., 1995, p. 712). They also emphasize the
relationship between trust and risk and make the distinction that trust does not inherently
mean avoiding risk, but instead accepting the possibility of risk. They further underscore
their claim that risk is not necessary to trust-building, but integral when partaking in an
action that requires trust or behavior that includes uncertainty.

Mayer et al. (1995) continue to delve into the difficulties and challenges of

defining trust, as trust is intertwined with similar but different concepts such as

3



cooperation or associated with characteristics that are directly related to trust, including
confidence and predictability. In an attempt to operationalize trust, they outline three
overarching factors of trustworthiness: ability, benevolence, and integrity. Ability refers
to “group of skills, competencies, and characteristics that enable a party to have influence
within some specific domain. The domain of the ability is specific because the trustee
may be highly competent in some technical area, affording that person trust on tasks
related to that area” (Mayer et al., 1995, p. 717). Ability can be seen as someone having
the knowledge to do their job and trust can be built by showing a mastery of skills and
associated tasks. Benevolence is defined as “extent to which a trustee is believed to want
to do good to the trustor, aside from an egocentric profit motive. Benevolence suggests
that the trustee has some specific attachment to the trustor” (Mayer et al., 1995, p. 718).
In other words, benevolence aligns with altruism and illustrates why mentors and
mentees as well as other positive interpersonal relationships need trust to thrive. Integrity
is regarded as “the relationship between integrity and trust involves the trustor’s
perception that the trustee adheres to a set of principles that the trustor finds acceptable”
(p. 719). Integrity is based on if others follow the organizational culture’s norms as well
as behavior the trustor deems standard. Mayer et al. (1995) conceptualized trust as a
dynamic entity and assert that it should be seen as a continuum where ability,
benevolence, and integrity exist on a sliding scale that ultimately impacts how the trustee
views the trustor.

On the other hand, McAllister (1995) approached trust from the sociological and
social-psychological angle and claims that trust is comprised of affect-based trust and

cognition-based trust. Cognitive-based trust highlights the notion of reliability and



reputation while affect-based trust focuses on emotions and personal connections.
Furthermore, it is argued that cognition-based trust serves as a prerequisite for the
development of affect-based trust. Affect-based trust proved to play an important role in
managerial behavior, specifically interpersonal relationships (McAllister, 1995).
McAllister (1995) notes that existing scholarship at the time acknowledges that
cultivating interpersonal relationships are how managers get work done, and states his
findings looked at the social aspect of managerial work and took the perspective of
managerial relationships to be similar to other social relationships.

To further explore the complexities of defining trust, McKnight and Chervany
(2000) suggested an interdisciplinary model delineating four constructs: disposition to
trust, institution-based trust, trusting beliefs, and trusting intentions. The researchers
created a trust typology that included definitions from different disciplines including
psychology/social psychology, sociology/economics/political science, and
management/communications. Derived from psychology, the first component, disposition
to trust is defined as “the extent to which one displays a consistent tendency to be willing
to depend on general others across a broad spectrum of situations and persons” (p. 830),
which consisted of two subconstructs, faith in humanity and trusting stance. Faith in
humanity aligns itself to the assumption that people are well-meaning and reliable, while
trusting stance focuses on the notion that viewing people as helpful and dependable will
yield better results.

The second component, institution-based trust “means one believes the needed
conditions are in place to enable one to anticipate a successful outcome in an endeavor or

aspect of one’s life” (McKnight & Chervany, 2000, p. 830). Due to its sociology roots,



this construct emphasizes the structures and systems in place that allow people to rely on
each other. The two subconstructs under institution-based trust include structural
assurance and situational normality. Structural assurance focuses on societal rules and
norms such as contracts, regulations, promises, and procedures that exist so one can
achieve success. Situational normality takes the angle of assessing the situation and
deeming the likelihood of success based on how normal or favorable the situation is.

The third component, trusting beliefs “means one believes (and feels confident in
believing) that the other person has one or more traits desirable to one in a situation in
which negative consequences are possible” (McKnight & Chervany, 2000, p. 831). This
construct of trust most closely aligns with Mayer et al.’s (1995) research and model of
trust including trusting belief-competence, trusting belief-benevolence, trusting belief-
integrity, and trusting-belief predictability. The last construct is trusting intention that
McKnight and Chervany (2000) state exists when “one is willing to depend on, or intends
to depend on, the other person in a given task or situation with a feeling of relative
security, even though negative consequences are possible” (p. 831). The two
subconstructs include willingness to depend and subjective probability of dependents.
Both subconstructs use the concept of interdependence as a focal point.
Trust in Work Organizations

It is commonly believed that trust between managers and employees is top-down
and therefore management approaches affect trust between managers and employees
(Martins, 2002). That is, the more transparent the organization or leader is, the higher the
employee trust. It is important to note that organizational transparency plays a key

predictor for trust (Rawlins, 2008). In this respect, Jiang and Luo (2018) take into



account employee engagement as another factor that builds employee trust. In their
quantitative study, they specifically examined how the role of employee engagement,
authentic leadership, and transparent organizational communication can help indicate
trust in an organization. The researchers discovered a positive link between employee
engagement and trust, which implies a pathway for establishing and strengthening
organizational relationships and a sense of belonginess. Furthermore, they point to
authentic leadership as a catalyst for transparency which affects employee engagement.
Authentic leadership refers to leaders who know themselves and their actions reflect
whose beliefs, which will positively impact their follower and follower performance
(Walumbwa et al., 2008). While authentic leadership plays a role in employee trust, Jiang
and Luo’s (2018) research also found transparent organizational communication and high
employee engagement plays a far significant role in earning employee trust than authentic
leadership behaviors. This is consistent with the claim that employee engagement plays a
central role in building employee trust within organizations and provides further
empirical evidence.

In addition, organizational researchers shed light on different types of trust in a
team setting. Webber (2008) conducted a quantitative study looking at student team
groups over three months and focused on the multidimensional nature of trust in a team
setting. Webber asserts that while affective and cognitive trust are two distinct types of
trust, they both contribute to greater team trust. In the early stages of trust building,
familiarity plays an integral role until the team develops its own culture which is
necessary to build cognitive trust. Webber does acknowledge the challenge with

cognitive trust, which is harder to maintain over time as it can be task dependent while



affective trust can be seen as more sustainable and able to withstand challenges. Based on
the findings suggesting that trust is dynamic, it is imperative that different stages of team
formation be taken into account when conducting research on trust. It was also found that
affective trust is based on team member behaviors demonstrating citizenship (e.g. getting
to know team members on a personal level and helping each other). In addition, cognitive
trust can be tied more to early trust building stages of a team when prior relationships
may be absent, so the trust is based on reliability.
Technology and Trust Building in Organizations

Virtual and hybrid teams face obstacles during the trust-building stage, as the
physical space to have social interactions does not exist (Koehler et al., 2013). In
addition, geographical proximity and spatiality that lead to trust capabilities (Nilsson &
Mattes, 2015) are impacted by technological capabilities. Koehler et al. (2013) found no
significant difference in perceived trust between virtual and in-person work environments
based off their quantitative analysis. They proposed that online environments could
mimic and satisfy the needs of a high trusting environment, as trust is not built on
physical presence but concepts like reciprocity, credibility, and confidence in colleagues.
Despite Koehler et al.’s conclusions, it is important to note that the research was
conducted before COVID-19, so virtual coworkers may have chosen to be remote by
choice, not by circumstance. In addition, the survey consisted of 100 faculty members at
a four-year university. Because the sample pulled from a specific industry that has a
different level of interdependence than a corporate office, Koehler et al,’s findings may

not be widely applicable to a variety of industries or teams.



In recent research on hybrid teams and trust, there is a noticeable shift in how to
build trust when the physical workspace does not exist. Newman et al. (2020) focused on
how virtual team perception of their team leader’s utilization of technology and effective
communication impacted team performance. Newman et al. (2020) also explored if there
is a link between trust in a leader and perceived performance. Through a quantitative
analysis of a questionnaire, they found that if team members perceive the leaders to have
effectively used communication tools and techniques, they believed their teams to be
performing at a high level. In addition, they found the higher the trust in the leader, the
more likely the team would think the leader effectively utilized communication strategies
and tools, which in turn led them to believe the team was performing above standards.
This implies that trust can sway how teammates view each other as effective contributors
to a team.

In addition, Dinh et al. (2021) note that while virtual work changed how teams
can build trust, as trust is generally developed over repeated positive actions over time,
leaders can perform certain activities to build cognitive and affective trust. Suggested
actions include sharing team goals, reinforcing norms, outlining roles and
responsibilities, creating a psychologically safe work environment and building
meaningful personal relationships. Whether a team is in-person or remote, technology use
and communication play an integral role in trust and vice versa.

Based on the previous literature, it is clear that communication technology plays a
significant role in trust building in workplaces. To further extend the line of
organizational communication and technology, | will outline and explain how media

richness theory, channel expansion theory, and dual capacity model guide the present



study as theoretical frameworks. The theories and models chosen were established in the
late 1980s until the 1990s and considered new computer technology at the time, e-mail,
as an organizational and communication tool. In addition, it considers perceptions and
symbolic meaning tied to who is using technology to communicate and how technology
is being used.
Theoretical Framework
Media Richness Theory

Focused primarily on the top-down communication in organizations, media
richness theory proposes that the richness of the medium needs to match the message to
avoid any ambiguity and confusion (Lengel & Daft, 1988). Lengel and Daft acknowledge
that a medium had inherent characteristics that dictate whether it is the most effective
way to communicate a task (1988). The characteristics that determine a medium’s
richness are ability to handle multiple information cues simultaneously, facilitate rapid
feedback, and establish a personal focus (Lengel & Daft, 1988). As each communication
medium has different information capacity capabilities, managers with effective
communication skills will consider the medium’s impact on the message for both the
receiver and sender. Lengel and Daft proposed a set of rules for selecting media and
delivering a message: scenarios of routine communication, non-routine communication,
and establishing management style and social presence in an organization. For routine
communications (e.g., a weekly reminder to complete a time sheet), a manager would
choose a lean form of communication such as email. For non-routine communication, a
manager may consider a rich medium, such as face-to-face meetings, to discuss, for

example, changes to the company’s approach to how to win more business. In addition,
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the choice of medium can indicate one’s management style (e.g. hands on management
style that includes monthly face-to-face meetings to discuss team challenges and
successes). It is important to note that rich media, particularly face-to-face interactions,
give managers and executives the opportunity to show their personality via social
presence (i.e., the receivers perception of the senders friendliness, social influence, and
reputation). Furthermore, the theory explicates that rich media contribute to a greater
sense of visibility as the receiver is able to pick up on the sender’s energy and presence
that can impact perceptions of trust, sociability, and status. The media richness theory
guides the current study to further explore how team members perceive and build trust in
hybrid organizations through the use of rich media.
Channel Expansion Theory

Originally conceptualized as a model to address the critiques of media richness
theory, channel expansion effect states the more exposure someone has with a
communication medium, the richer the medium will become and therefore
communication through that medium will have a higher capability to reduce ambiguity
(Carlson & Zmud, 1994). From channel expansion effect, Carlson wrote about channel
expansion theory for his doctoral dissertation and again in 1999 with Zmud. In their 1999
work, Carlson and Zmud, tested channel expansion theory to analyze and forecast how
new methods and communication technology would be perceived. Citing their previous
published work, channel expansion theory acknowledges that previous experiences with a
medium influences an individual’s perception of the medium’s richness (Carlson &

Zmud, 1999). They cite four specific factors as pertinent to the channel expansion theory:
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experience with the channel, experience with the messaging topic, experience with the
organizational context, and experience with communication coparticipants.

Experience of channel refers to an individual’s familiarity with and exposure to
the communication channel. As referenced above with the channel expansion effect, the
more one uses a channel, his or her proficiency of the channel increases and influences
perceptions of the channel’s richness. Experience with message topic alludes to an
individual’s mastery of the message content. For example, if an individual is an expert in
a technical field, they may be able to conduct a productive conversation over less rich
media, such as e-mail, compared to someone who is not as well versed in the technical
information who may require a richer medium like face-to-face to have an equally
effective meeting. Organizational context as it pertains to channel expansion theory
means the individual’s knowledge of the organizational culture, hierarchy and processes.
The more ingrained an individual is with an organization, the better he or she will know
which communication channel to select for specific tasks based on the organization’s
norms. Experience with communication coparticipants describes the individuals’ prior
experience communicating with other people (i.e. coparticipants). As an individual
develops a relationship with coparticipants, they can adapt their channel selection based
on previous exchanges. For example, if the coparticipant prefers to emails written as a list
of to do items instead of a paragraph, an individual may tailor their email content to the
coparticipants preference.

Carlson and Zmud’s (1999) quantitative research focused on the four variables,
described above, and their relationship to media richness perception. Their findings

supported channel experience and coparticipant experience had the most significant
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impact, while organizational context had partial support and messaging topic did not
show significant effect.

Since channel expansion theory provides insight into how and why people choose
one specific communication medium over another, this theory also offers a guide to
interpret how people choose certain technology platforms features in a pursuit of building
trust with colleagues in virtual and hybrid teams.

Dual Capacity Model

The dual capacity model expands upon the media richness theory and proposes
that the communication medium has the ability to carry two capacities, such as the data
carrying capacity (DCC) and symbol carrying capacity (SCC) (Sitkin et. al, 1992).
According to the dual capacity model, DCC is primarily concerned with task-related
communication while SCC focuses on a medium’s ability to show symbolic meaning. In
this regard, DCC lends itself and aligns to media richness theory, while SCC expands
media richness theory by claiming new technology media can symbolize influence,
knowledge or ability. Thus, this model addresses the notion that mastering technology is
not only practical, but it also holds social importance. In addition, symbolic meaning
hinges on the sender and recipient of a message, as the recipient will assign meaning to
the communication medium based on various factors including familiarity and the
relationship with the communication counterpart.

It is noteworthy to point out that the dual capacity model considers using
technology to communicate from a non-manager perspective, while a majority of past
studies primarily focused on the sender, presumably someone higher up in the work

organization hierarchy, and did not consider the recipient, who can either be a peer or a
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subordinate. Thus, the dual capacity model represents more egalitarian communication
across all levels of a work organization hierarchy. Because the model suggests that
technology can be seen as a symbol for power or knowledge, it can help guide research
into whether technology is a tool to help build trust or if technology as an entity itself has
a place in the trust building process.

Based on the theoretical frameworks and previous literature, a research question is
asked.

RQ1: What role does technology play in the trust building process within a hybrid

work team?
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Methodology

Grounded theory is based in data analysis to generate a new theory or explanation
for an event (Tracy, 2019). In this research, grounded theory allowed the data analysis to
drive the explanation behind how technology impacts the trust building process in hybrid
work teams. Grounded theory ultimately was chosen as this is a new area of scholarship
where most scholarly literature is a meta-analysis or provides theoretical frameworks in
place of theories. The research question, mentioned in the previous section, acted as an
exploratory question to help guide the interview questions (see the appendix for the
interview questions) used throughout the semi-structured interviews.

Participants and Recruitment

For this study, | conducted a qualitative study. Prior to participant recruitment, |
received approval from the Institutional Review Board. Interview participants were
recruited through convenience sampling at a large corporate company. Participants were
recruited at non-work affiliated events and the recruitment script (see Appendix) was
used verbally and again as a follow up message to those who expressed interest.
Snowball sampling was also used for the recruitment. After each interview, | asked
interviewees if they were willing to help share the recruitment information through word
of mouth. A total of eight subjects were recruited to participate in individual interviews.

| conducted one-on-one, semi structured interviews with full-time office workers
who are either working in hybrid teams or remotely. Interviews lasted 45 minutes to 60
minutes and seven interviews were conducted and audio-recorded via Zoom. The
participants were first asked to answer demographic questions (e.g., gender, age,

race/ethnicity, years of experience with remote/hybrid work, years of experience with in-
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person work, work title during remote/hybrid work, work title during in-person work,
total years of work experience, currently work title, job industry, access to reliable
internet at home, and confidence in using technology) and respond to a series of
interview questions (see the appendix for the interview protocol). Depending on the
interviewee response, | posed follow up questions to further clarify and elaborate on their
answer.

Five of the interviewees were female and three were male. Four interviewees
were ages 30 to 35, two interviewees were between the ages of 25 to 29, and two
interviewees were between the ages of 22 to 24. In terms of race/ethnicity, two
participants identified as White, one as Asian, two as Black, two as Hispanic, and one as
multi-racial (Asian and White). All participants received an undergraduate degree at a
four-year university and worked full-time in a corporate office setting. Six of the eight
participants worked for a consulting company. Two participants were in managerial
positions, while the remaining six were a mix of either entry level or experienced worker.
In addition, all participants had access to reliable internet and felt confident with using
technology. The majority, seven out of eight participants, stated they prefer using
Microsoft Teams over other collaborative workspace technology platforms like Slack or
Zoom.

Following grounded theory data analysis, | followed the three phases of coding
(open, axial, and selective) and concluded when themes reached saturation amongst the
eight interviews (Dey, 2004). Open coding was conducted in NVivo data analysis
software and occurred after conducting and identifying key concepts and themes unique

to each interview. During the open coding stage, each answer in the transcripts was coded
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with a theme or multiple themes. During axial coding, there was a clear relationship
between certain behaviors described by the participants that were linked to increasing
trust while other actions were connected to decreasing trust. In the selective coding stage,
two major themes emerged for how technology can play a role in the trust building
process. The first theme of cognitive trust centered around mastery of skill, whether it is
of the technology, or another skill set that can be shared via technology. The second
theme that applies to affective trust was the ability to be your authentic self and adopt a
more casual tone when communicating through the various communication channels in

the collaborative technology platforms.

17



Results

Seven major themes, some of which are interrelated, emerged throughout the
eight interviews. Below is a definition and summary of the major themes. The themes
have been organized with regard to cognitive trust or affective trust (McAllister, 1995).
Although all of the interview questions focused on hybrid work teams, participants
tended to compare their hybrid work environment to the in-person work culture, because
all the interviewees had work experience of fully in-person jobs (e.g. working full time
before the COVID-19 pandemic or summer jobs and internships).

Cognitive Trust
Accountability and Work Quality

The idea of accountability and work quality appeared multiple times throughout
each of the interviews. Participants described accountability as adhering to deadlines and
transparent communication on the status of work items prior to the final submission
phase. Four participants’ definition of workplace trust included this notion of
accountability, specifically people holding themselves responsible for completing work
that is expected of them. Interviewee 8 noted that they defined workplace trust as “the
ability to believe in your coworkers getting their jobs done without having to monitor
them constantly.” Interviewees also noted that being accountable for your work and
upholding work expectations is a sign of respect towards others on the team. If a
teammate was not able to meet the deadline or encountered other challenges that
prevented them from completing the assigned task, the teammate would need to

communicate clearly about the delayed work or incomplete task to maintain the trust
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within a hybrid team. Participants discussed communication channels among hybrid work
team members, via email and/or technology platforms like Microsoft Teams and Slack.
For example, Interviewee 4 explained how Microsoft Planner, a project management
application available in Microsoft Teams, as a tool can build trust:

It puts accountability on everyone. Because it puts all of the to-do lists, all

of the responsibilities for each person that you can, (that's the way we've

used it on our team), responsibilities for each person out into the public for

everyone to see. And then our team typically goes through and is like,

“Hey, we have this assigned our last week. We're checking up next week,

a week later. How is it going?” If you were to say at that point, and that is

check-ins are like, “Hey. Yeah, totally forgot about it.” There's like two

ways to go. | was like, yeah, | understand you've been busy. Or two like

‘Well, this is due. We need this. Like you were supposed to be doing it.

We trusted you to do it. Why isn't it done?”

In this specific example, a feature of a collaborative technology platform is a tool in
which accountability is not just on one person, but instead the collective team. Similarly,
high quality work products helped contribute and increase trust with colleagues in a
hybrid or remote work setup.

By contrast, interviewees also expressed one of the challenges of building trust
and accountability in a hybrid environment is the lack of physical cues that people are
holding themselves accountable and delivering on promises. Before the COVID-19
pandemic, when the norm was working in person, interviewees responded that being

physically present and seeing people doing the work helped contribute to the trust
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building process. During and after the pandemic, however, participants acknowledged
that the physical representation of accountability is not available all the time or at all in a
hybrid or remote work environment. Thus, creating spaces and enacting moments like
touchpoints or check-ins mimics physical accountability within in-person work
environments.

Knowledge Sharing, Expertise, and Willingness to Learn

In addition to graphics interchange format (GIFS), animated GIFS, and other
features that allow for personality to come through, participants spoke about the
importance of knowledge sharing and willingness to learn contributes to the trust building
process with other teammates in a hybrid work environment. Specifically, interviewees
claimed that willingness to learn helped them build trust with someone they had
relatively low trust in, and that sharing knowledge contributed to trusting someone whom
they already held high trust in.

Several participants relayed that if they have low trust with someone, they would
utilize features such as screenshare and video calls built into the collaborative technology
platforms in order to provide guidance or give feedback on a work product that did not
meet standards. In general, interviewees shared that with teammates they trusted less or
did not develop a close relationship with, they kept interactions focused on work topics (i.
e., how to complete a task and how to improve their work quality). For the most part, the
examples were based on interacting with a direct report or peer, not with someone who
was higher up in the organizational hierarchy. Interestingly, it was revealed that under
circumstances in which the colleague with relatively low trust gained displayed a

willingness to learn by taking feedback or advice, proactively reaching out to peers or the
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task assigner, or taking the initiative to learn a new skill, the level of trust they had in
their teammate would increase. Interviewee 2 shared

Even if there is an opportunity to learn, | think that creates trust. Like if

someone is not coming off as confident or doesn't know something, I

would prefer somebody say, “Hey, | need assistance or hey, could you

please elaborate on that? Or could you show me how to do that?”” Because

to me, that actually hearing somebody say that they don't have a certain

ability or that they would like to improve on a certain skill. To me, that's

what creates the trust in, okay, you're willing to learn. You're not willing

just to sit back and let others do.

For a couple of participants, a colleague that had expertise or who was willing to
share knowledge helped increase trust. For example, Interviewee 5 spoke about the trust
building process with a team member:

I think like anytime someone knows more than | do, | trust them more,

especially

when it comes to features that | tend to be a little familiar with like the

moment | hit a roadblock and they know more, then | trust their expertise.

In a similar vein, Interviewee 8 talked about the value of asking advice such that “asking
someone to like check your work can help build trust just because like it shows that like |
value your opinion” and further discussed how it would give a sense of feeling valued
and appreciated within a hybrid team setting.

Touch Points and Check-Ins
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Multiple participants mentioned that touch points or check-ins have been used to
help build trust amongst hybrid team members. There are two general functions of a
touch point, which were used interchangeably with check-in. The first function offers a
meeting to connect and discuss work updates that can include questions about
assignments or a progress report on a certain task. Touch points are also short interactions
that allow people to get to know each other on a personal level and provide an
opportunity for one to display different facets of one’s authentic self. Generally, when the
interviewees discussed touchpoints, the purpose of these meetings were to discuss task
related items.

Touch points offer casual and spontaneous functions for various occasions
including talking to someone in the office kitchen when the team is in-person or
scheduling regularly meetings (e. g., a weekly meeting with the whole team or a monthly
meeting with a manager). Interviewee 3 explained that when starting a new job “small
things in our one-on-one like how to do a certain task and following up and getting an
answer. It helped build up a foundation of trust.” Similarly, Interviewee 4 mentioned:

I think like a lot of teams use built in like check-ins and like, you know,

just like status updates, like, you know, one-off meetings as needed, like

touch bases as needed, like different ways to like connect...[as a way to]

validate your trust along the way.

It is clear that check-ins also helped build trust by verifying that colleagues are doing the
work they are expected to do.

Availability and Visibility
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Availability and visibility were two intertwined concepts when it comes to trust
building within a hybrid team. Availability is more subjective and abstract while
visibility is more literal and concrete. Participants stated that technology platforms would
make it easy to reach other teammates because of multiple functionalities for
communication. Some features, including one-on-one chat, status icon, and tagging
capabilities, make it easier to interact with others and contribute to the notion that team
members are available despite not being physically in the same place. While some
interviewees indicated that the impression of availability builds trust in hybrid teams,
others pointed out that in certain situations it could decrease trust. One interviewee noted
that depending on the organizational culture, the status icon on Microsoft Teams could
decrease trust if management tracks employee status under the guise of tracking
productivity.

Across all interviews, visibility was defined more as the physical presence and the
reminder of one’s presence in an organization. Not only was visibility associated with the
challenges of building trust in hybrid work teams, but it also serves as a way to build trust
with an in-person only work environment. The challenges participants flagged occurred
when you are not physically visible to your hybrid team or management or when a
colleague may not have you in mind for an assignment because certain coworkers may
not know how your work contributed to larger work initiatives. Interviewee 1 discussed
his/her personal challenge as being a remote worker:

I think that like also like a challenge to building trust is like...it's hard to

stay disciplined and like checking in with people regularly obviously

being remote like | don't get to see people like our leadership team once a
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week in person. I'm not top of mind ever for anybody because I'm in

Denver and I'm remote. And so the only time that people see me are when

I'm in a meeting or I directly reach out to them. And it's hard cold calling

people or like, and it's hard to like make time to have coffee chats that are

awkward because you're not in person. And making the time and being
disciplined to be consistent in doing those things is really hard. Especially
when you're like... balancing multiple projects.

The second challenge with visibility and hybrid teams happens when portions of a
hybrid team are in person in the office together and other colleagues are virtual. When
Interviewee 2 was asked to describe how to overcome challenges while building trust
hybrid teams, s/he described an example of how to build trust in a meeting where some
attendees in person and others joining virtually.

If there is a meeting happening and someone's not able to be there in

person, I think allowing them the space to also feel like they're being

heard, even though whether or not that means like having a camera on or

not. | think constantly engaging them and like asking for their inputs and

their feedback when everyone else is in person makes them feel included.

In this situation, Interviewee 2 implies that virtual attendees might miss out on certain
aspects and moments afforded to the in-person attendees.

Half the participants said that being physically visible and present helps build
trust in the traditional in person, on site work environment, because it enables more

interaction among team members. What is more, in certain jobs, being physically
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available was part of the job itself. It became evident that the traditional norm of building
trust is also appliable to the hybrid work environment.
Issues Using Mainstream Technology Platforms

Technology has become integrated with basic daily functions both in and out of
the work environment. While competence helps build trust, incompetence was mentioned
by multiple participants as one of the leading reasons for low trust or a decrease in trust.
Interviewees observed that if a colleague was struggling to use the standard technology
necessary to do work, specifically collaborative platforms like Microsoft Teams or Zoom,
they would question the coworker’s competence and lose trust in that person. Interviewee
3 stated “I feel like if someone as unsure how to use basic functionality I would question
their professionalism at this point it’s an embedded tool in what we do day to day.”
Participants emphasized that having a basic mastery of widely used technology platforms
is a way to judge people’s competence as hybrid work environments have now been
widely accepted and are from their point of view the norm. Similarly, Interviewee 5
explains that:

I think it goes back to the technology literacy...if they didn't know how to

use the platform at least like on its basic capabilities that you're expected

to use every day then like it would trigger the same of like, | assume you

don't have as much technology literacy. And then I lose some trust in your

ability to work efficiently.

Some interviewees added that if someone had the same technological issues
multiple times, that would contribute to a decrease in trust as it brings up the question of

why the person has not taken the time to figure out how to fix the problem. For example,
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Interviewee 1 shared an example and connected it to accountability, a theme previously
discussed:

| think it goes back to like accountability more than anything. Because | don't

know that it's inherently the technical issue that is the problem, but it's the fact

that somebody did not find another solution to solve the problem and bring the
handouts they were supposed to bring to the meeting. Like, | don't care that you
had a printer issue. You need to find another printer or send it out virtually, so

people have the handout accessible to that. Like, I think the technology piece is a

little more secondary. Are you being an accountable person to the things you said

you were going to do? And if there's truly a roadblock and you can't do it like
what's the solution you're going to come up with to solve it and make it so people
have what they need.

When asked to elaborate further on why incompetence with basic technology
decreased trust, participants noted that it made them question a person’s professionalism.
However, they did add the caveat that some of it may be due to a generational gap as
some people (i.e., the younger generation who grew up with computers and the internet)
may feel more confident and comfortable with new technology than other generations.

In addition to incompetence leading to a decrease in trust, misuse of technology
was also mentioned as another factor for losing trust. The concept of misusing technology
is not literal, but more connected to the concept of judgement and/or inability to read the
situation. Interviewee 7 touched on this when discussing using GIFs with coworkers:

You want to make sure like you react, like some of the reactions aren't

work appropriate. So you want to make sure like you kind of filter those
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out. We also want to like you know, practice caution when like knowing

when to be like joke about something rather than like talking about actual

work conversation. So | think that's the judgment piece that goes into play.

Other examples included making a bad joke or inappropriately reacting to a post
(e.g., a laughing face emoji to sensitive news). It can be implied that general misuse or
inability to use technology is connected to a lack of professionalism which leads to
distrust in a professional hybrid work organization.

In summary, cognitive trust consists of themes accountability and work quality,
knowledge sharing, expertise, and willingness to learn, touch points and checkpoints,
availability and visibility, and issues using mainstream technology platforms. As
McAllister (1995) stated, it is also important to explore trust from the affect.

Affective Trust
Casual

The idea of casual interactions or casual tone was dispersed throughout questions
about what is missing in hybrid work environments and the difference between
interacting with a teammate they have high trust in from those with low trust. Participants
spoke about the advantage of in-person environments in the trust building process is the
ability to casually engage with not only teammates but others in the company
spontaneously and casually. The water cooler talks and chance encounters were absent
from the hybrid environment and had to be artificially created via internal initiatives that
allowed employees to chat with peers about non-work related topics, as Participant 1

stated “when it comes to building trust in a remote environment, like those moments
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during a meeting where you're not talking about work are like so much more important or
like impactful than I think they are in person.”

Interviewees shared that certain rituals like grabbing coffee or lunch together are
not always available in hybrid work, unless teammates scheduled a meeting with the
intention to emulate casual gatherings or interactions. It was also noted that these
encounters allowing for informality can help build trust and relationships within teams
and throughout the organization.

Seven out of eight interviewees explained when they interact with a colleague
with whom they have high trust in, their tone and content of their messages on
collaborative technology platforms adopts a casual tone, almost one that mirrors texting.
In particular, Interviewee 5 shared:

| think with like people I don't trust as much, you know, as much or like

have like a strong relationship with, I will make sure | have like a proper

sentence structure in my message. Whereas with like someone I trust more

have a closer relationship with it will be more of a brain dump like a little

more like a text versus a message.

Participants also expressed GIFs and reactions (e.g., a thumbs up or a
heart to a message) provided an opportunity to bring lightness and fun to the
conversations, which can help convey their authentic self via images. Two
interviewees added that there is a risk of uncertainty of how colleagues would
react to GIFs upon the first instance of sending them to colleagues. Furthermore,
it was anticipated that if the GIF receiver does not react in a way that matches

their tone, it would create an awkward social exchange and may be an obstacle in
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the trust building process. Interviewee 5 share insight in how s/he would handle a
situation where expectations did not meet reality:
If I sent my original GIF, if I'm faced with like a non-response or | don't
know, a dry response | will likely not continue to send them. And I think
that aspect of the conversation then will be lost. And I will likely like, not
that one GIF will make or break the relationship, but I think it will be a
sign for me to not engage in like such a casual funny way.
Authentic Self and Psychological Safety
The idea of authentic self and psychological safety was mostly discussed
when participants defined workplace trust and regarding how they used features
with colleagues with high trust differently from those with low trust. Interviewees
expressed the need to feel psychologically safe to be their authentic self. A
generalized definition of psychological safety that emerged across the different
interviews refers to feeling safe and free from external judgement when exposing
a vulnerability. In addition, Interviewee 8 stated that psychological safety
contributed to whether or not they could ask what might be perceived as dumb
questions.
If you go to someone and ask them a question and they like look down on
you for not knowing the answer or something, it makes you feel like less
than if you don't know. | feel like that would like make me not want to ask
them questions in the future and like not trust them with like my like

vulnerability of not being able to know how to do something.
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Interviewees also explained that psychological safety needed to be present so that it
would give room for mistakes and allowed them to grow and learn from mistakes.

When it comes to authentic self, Interviewee 5 highlighted it as expressing
different sides of your personality:

| think it's like having an environment that allows you to bring your whole self to

work not just your work self. So then fully show up and show like different parts

of you that are just not the professional side.

Across the entire interviews, there was a consensus that if interviewees had high
trust in someone, they would talk to them about non-work-related items, which connects
to the interviewees” working definition of trust as being your authentic self. Participants
also noted that getting to know people on a personal level and seeing colleagues as a
person can help build trust. When using features within collaborative technology
platforms, Interviewee 2 stated “at the end of the day, I'm still trying to show up as my
authentic self or at least show you bits and pieces of my personality so we can establish a
stronger level of trust.” This suggests that getting to know people on a personal level can
lead to a psychologically safe environment where colleagues feel comfortable being their

authentic selves.

30



Discussion

The current study explored the trust building process within team members of
hybrid organizations after a so called, post-pandemic, new normal work environment
from the employees’ perspective. By conducting in depth semi-structed individual
interviews, the findings reveal that similar to the traditional in person work environment,
trust in hybrid organizations still relies on key concepts of building trust in terms of
cognitive and affective trust (Dinh et al. , 2021; McAllister, 1995; Webber, 2008). More
specifically, it is discovered that accountability, availability, and improving relationships
all play significant roles in forming and sustaining trust among hybrid team members.
The findings suggest that technology platforms such as Microsoft Teams, Zoom, and
Slack can help build trust in hybrid relationships by offering informal avenues of
communication that either help team members complete assigned tasks or cultivate
relationships where the authentic self emerges. While it may be harder to forge informal
connections in a hybrid work environment as chance encounters that occur in physical
offices only occur for team members who go into the office, collaborative technology
platforms have some features that allow colleagues to create a moment for relationship
building. In addition, the technology platform itself can not only be a tool to help increase
trust, but it also serves as the focal point of trust building. Interviewees express that
expertise or knowledge sharing was another path to increasing trust with other
colleagues, so becoming the “expert” in using the platform itself can help in the trust
building process.

Because collaborative technology platforms provide more virtual communication

options outside of email, the way people communicate with highly trusted coworkers is
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significantly different from with others with low trust. Especially for the younger
generation that grew up and is familiar with instant messaging technology allowing for
multiple levels of expression through GIFs and reactions, their communication with
colleagues having high trust in mirrors that of texting a friend in close relationships.
While this shift in communication style could be attributed to feeling safe to be their
authentic self, the layout of the chat functions in the platforms such as Microsoft Teams
and Slack, could also contribute to the more casual tone. The layout for the chat function
in Microsoft Teams and Slack have a similar layout to the PC/Mac layout for certain
messaging systems via Messages on Macs and Instagram Direct Messages. As part of
affective trust building, engaging in casual communication with hybrid teammates is
fascinating as it contradicts the social expectation of performing professionalism. It is
plausible to assume that due to the interviewees’ age range from 22 to 35 years. This
unique finding reflects how different generations, particularly the younger generation,
communicate over technology platforms.

As technology has become integrated with everyday activities, using digital
platforms
like Microsoft Teams has become a mainstream tool to work within a hybrid team. In this
respect, general competence is perceived to be essential at workplaces and associated
with digital and technological mastery. Regardless of the trust level one has in their
colleague, the inability to confidently use the basic functions of technology results in a
decrease in trust. Colleagues who observe team members with consistently low
technology skills with repeated technological challenges may start to question their

professionality and general competence.
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Overall, the study’s findings well align with the previous literature on
organizational communication and trust building. Rawlins (2008) claim that
organizational transparency can be seen as a predictor for trust. In hybrid work
environments, touchpoints lend themselves to transparency as they function as a space for
status updates on assignments and even allowed colleagues to openly discuss challenges
they were facing. In addition, touchpoints were seen as a way for colleagues to engage
with each other, which is consistent with the past study documenting that employee
engagement is an additional element that helps cultivate employee trust (Jiang & Luo,
2018).

The findings also support the important roles of cognitive and affective trust
contributing to stronger team with trust building (Webber, 2008). Due to the qualitative
nature of the research, it is difficult to confidently assert that cognitive trust is more
difficult to maintain while affective trust is more sustainable. However, Interviewee 2’s
statement about how showing different sides of personality to develop a deeper level of
trust lends itself to Webber’s (2008) notion that cognitive trust is more present in early
stages of building trust as it takes more time to feel psychologically safe to reveal one’s
authentic self.

It is also noteworthy to discuss that virtual environments can mirror and foster
qualities of a trusting environment through fostering accountability and respect, similar to
in an in-person environment (Koehler et al., 2013). In addition, the findings highlight that
trust is developed through consistent actions over time and specific behaviors (i. e.,
touchpoints, casual and accountability/work quality) can foster both cognitive and

affective trust (Dinh et al., 2021).
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Guided by the media richness theory (Lengel & Daft, 1988), channel expansion
theory (Carlson & Zmud, 1999), and dual capacity model (Sitkin et. al, 1992) as
theoretical frameworks, the present study explored how technology platforms impact the
trust building in hybrid teams. Findings reveal that when interacting with a colleague
with low trust, interviewees were more likely to choose a media rich communication
avenue on the collaboration platforms by using video call and screen sharing to decrease
ambiguity for assigning tasks or reviewing work. This aligns directly with media richness
theory explicating that managers would use rich media to communicate about ambiguous
tasks with their subordinates. In hybrid work environments, applicants including
Microsoft Planner or other project planning tools were commonly used to help increase
trust within a team. Such collaborative technology tools as rich media add visibility to co-
workers, which also can aid to reduce uncertainty.

Channel expansion theory is also applicable to the trust building process in hybrid
work environments. According to the theory, the perceived media richness depends on
experience with the channel and experience with communication coparticipants. It is
discovered that interviewees’ interaction with colleagues differ depending on the levels
of trust. Interviewees familiar with the technology platform noted they were likely to use
fun features like GIFS and reactions or add layers of expression when interacting with
colleagues they have high trust in. Generally speaking, with a colleague with high trust,
interviewees are inclined to tailor their language to mimic that of texting while with those
with low trust they tended to use fully written sentences or paragraphs.

The dual capacity model, specifically the symbol carrying capacity, explains that

the attitudes and perceptions about mastery of the technology platforms could result in
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higher trust in a colleague. In this study, interviewees note that they utilized certain
technology platforms, such as one-on-one chat differently depending on their relationship
to the recipient, which reflects how symbolic meaning in the dual capacity model is
contingent on factors including familiarity and relationship. In instances of high trust
with a coworker, interviewees reported using more casual language and mannerisms that
mirror how they would text a friend.

According to Business Insider (Lebowitz et al., 2024), major companies including
The Washington Post, Amazon, and Google, are starting to implement return to office
requirements a set number of days during the work week for their employees. The
fundamental way that work is done has changed in that even if employees are returning to
the physical office space, they will still be using digital collaborative platforms to
complete work. It is a unique situation in which one foot is in the physical world, while
the other is in the digital technology world. Work has shifted to be done in a digital
space, regardless of where employees are physically in the office. Therefore, it is
important to consider how technology may change not only how work is done, but also
organizational components such as trust are communicated and created via technology.
Limitations and Future Research

Although this study is the first to delve into the role of communication technology
on the trust building process among hybrid organizations, which makes theoretical
contributions and practical implications, it is not without limitations. First, due to the
nature of convenient and snowball sampling, most interviewees work in the same
industry and therefore is not representative of how other industries may use collaborative

technology platforms to help build trust. When it comes to the work experience, the
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participants were generally all either entry or mid-level employees. Although two
managers participated in the interviews, there were no senior level employees or higher.
Due to the interviewees’ age range (all of them are under 35 years-old), all of the
interviewees expressed that they felt very confident in using technology because they
were part of the generation that grew up learning about computers and the internet at a
fairly young age.

Future research is needed to further investigate whether and how upper
management and senior executives use collaborative work platforms to build trust with
their teams. Organizational communication researchers could explore how trust is built
cross-departmentally or if there are certain approaches used when building trust with a
variety of people across the organizational hierarchy. Moreover, employees with varying
degrees of technology literacy through exposure and mastery of technology would
broaden our knowledge of the impact of communication technology on trust building in
hybrid organizations. It would be more informative and beneficial to explore whether and
how different features of collaborative technology platforms, such as video backgrounds,
contribute to the trust building process in hybrid organizations.

Given that one of the major themes of the study was the casual nature of high trust
relationship, additional research can examine how this new aspect of communication
changes work relationships and has impact on the organizational hierarchy. Lastly, while
this research yielded more findings in how to build trust, it could also be beneficial to
uncover how technology can decrease trust within hybrid teams.

Conclusion
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The present study shed light on the role of communication technology on the trust
building process in hybrid organizations. In order to build greater group cohesion and
trust, hybrid organizations should prioritize and integrate ways of not only building
cognitive trust, but also affective trust. As not everyone in a hybrid team is collocated in
the same place, organizations should be mindful and promote trust building strategies that

include all members of the hybrid team regardless of their physical location.
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Appendix

Interview Questions

1. How do you define workplace trust?

a. Can you describe a workplace that shows trust among team members?
What example comes to mind?

b. Can you describe workplace trust in pre-COVID times where hybrid work
teams were not normalized?

i. If you did not work during pre-COVID times, can you describe an
example of trust in a team you were a part of when hybrid work
teams were not normalized?

c. Can you describe workplace trust in post-COVID times where hybrid
work teams are normalized?

How did you build trust in non-hybrid work teams?
How do you build trust in hybrid work teams?

. What are some of the challenges you face when trying to build trust in hybrid
work teams?

Out of the following technology platforms used in a hybrid work team, please
rank them from one to three, with one being your favorite and three being your
least favorite. The technology platforms are: Microsoft Teams, Zoom, or Slack?

a. Why is your first-choice technology platform your favorite?

i. Would someone asking you to use this platform change your
attitude and trust in this person? Why?

b. Why is your last choice technology platform your least favorite?

i. Would someone asking you to use this platform change your
attitude and trust in this person? Why?

How does your confidence level with the technology platform most used at your
organization impact how you utilize all the features?

. Which feature of the technology platform most used with your hybrid work team
is your favorite and why?

a. Are there special effects/decisions made when using this feature that can
increase trust?

b. Are there special effects/decisions made when using this feature that can
decrease trust?
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8. How does your favorite platform feature help build trust within hybrid teams?

9. Does your colleague’s confidence and skill level with the technology platform
impact your level in trust in them?

a. Can you describe or give an example when interacting with a colleague
with low confidence and skill level made you trust them less?

b. Can you describe or give an example when interacting with a colleague
with low confidence and skill level made you trust them more?

c. Can you describe or give an example when interacting with a colleague
with high confidence and skill level made you trust them less?

d. Can you describe or give an example when interacting with a colleague
with high confidence and skill level made you trust them more?

10. What are some of the understood technology etiquettes within your hybrid team?
11. How are new etiquette rules around technology developed in your hybrid team?

12. How does using a technology platform change how you interact with your hybrid
team?

a. How is this different than when you have face to face interactions with
your hybrid team?

13. When interacting with a colleague that you have high trust in, do you use certain
features differently?

a. Are there certain features or ways they use the technology to decrease
your trust in them?

14. When interacting with a colleague that you have low trust in, do you use certain
features differently?

a. Are there certain features or ways they use the technology to increase your
trust in them?

15. How does encountering technological challenges with colleagues change your
relationship and trust in them?

a. Can you give an example of when this happened in person?

b. Can you give an example of when this happened virtually?

Recruitment Sample Script

Verbal Announcement Script
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Hello everyone. My name is Nicole Chung and | am a graduate student of the
Communication Management Program in the Department of Organization Sciences
and Communication at George Washington University. | am currently working on a
study on technology use and trust building in hybrid organizations. | am looking for
participants who work in either a hybrid or remote team as a full time employee in the
US for an individual interview. The interview will take about 45 minutes to an hour
by the choice of in-person or virtual setting via Zoom. If you have questions about the

research, feel free to contact me via my email (nchung91@gwu.edu) and if you are

interested, please contact me via email so we can set up an interview time.

Informal Verbal Communication Script

Hi! I’'m doing student research on a study on technology use and trust building in
hybrid organizations. Please let me know if you would like to participate via a 45
minute to hour long interview. If you have any questions or are interested in
participating, you can reach me via email at nchung91@gwu.edu.

Snowball Sampling Script

Thank you so much for participating in this study. If you know someone who would
be eligible for this study | would appreciate if you could have them contact me via

email at nchung91@gwu.edu.
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