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Trust but verify: The perils of intrateam trust for the performance of short-lived teams. A 
moderated mediation examination. 

Developmental Paper 
 
Abstract 
 
It is widely acknowledged that teams are adaptive, dynamic systems, which have a past, present 
and future (Gully 2000; Tannenbaum et al. 2012). Team scholars are therefore increasingly 
interested in the emergence of team dynamics and how aspects of team composition aggregate 
over a team’s lifecycle and influence team processes and outcomes (Mathieu et al. 2013).  
However, cross-sectional studies continue to prevail in the literature, and there has been limited 
empirical attention paid to how team processes transpire and develop over time. In seeking to 
address this gap, the present study adopts a longitudinal design to examine how an important 
interpersonal process, intrateam trust, emerges to influence team performance via the mediating 
effects of team monitoring and social loafing. With the exception of a few notable studies, there 
is currently a lack of research examining the mechanisms through which trust indirectly affects 
team performance (e.g., Dirks 1999; Langfred 2004; Schippers et al. 2003). Furthermore, 
contention also exists within the literature regarding the role that monitoring, a key team action 
process, plays in facilitating this relationship. We also contribute to the literature by exploring the 
extent to which group equity sensitivity moderates the intrateam trust-performance relationship. 
We begin by outlining the theoretical development of the study, before describing the 
methodology, proposed strategy for data analysis and anticipated contributions to the literature.  
 
Theoretical Development 
 
Interpersonal trust is a psychological state which captures the willingness of an individual to be 
vulnerable to the intentions or behaviour of another, based on confident expectations about how 
they will act and behave (Mayer et al. 1995; Rousseau et al. 1998). While researchers are yet to 
agree on a universal definition of trust (De Jong & Elfring 2010), the suspension of uncertainty 
and positive expectations are two critical elements of the construct that they concur on (Mayer et 
al. 1995; Rousseau et al. 1998). At the group level, the construct of intrateam (or group) trust has 
received an increasing amount of attention as a critical interpersonal team processes for 
predicting team outcomes (Dirks 1999; Marks et al. 2001).   

Given the above description it would seem intuitive to assume that higher levels of intrateam trust 
will be positively associated with team performance. When intrateam trust is high, team members 
are more likely to engage in positive social exchanges and develop productive teamwork 
processes that enhance team performance, with a number of studies supporting this proposition 
(e.g., Costa 2003; Dirks 1999). However the relationship appears to be more nuanced that might 
at first seem apparent. The aforementioned direct positive relationship has not received unilateral 
empirical support, with a number of contrary findings reported in the literature (e.g. Aubert & 
Kelsey 2003; Dirks 1999; Jarvenpaa et al. 2004). Recent work has examined the counter-intuitive 
notion that higher levels of trust might be associated with lower team performance. Langfred 
(2004), for example, found that high team trust was associated with higher team performance 
when individual autonomy was low but with lower performance when individual autonomy was 
high (Langfred, 2004). In a similar vein the current research seeks to further understand the 
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complexities of the trust-performance relationship in teams by examining the boundary 
conditions and contingencies under which high intrateam trust can be harmful. 

While existing studies have focused largely in direct effects, it has been argued that trust may be 
best conceptualised as a construct that indirectly influences team outcomes by facilitating team 
members’ effort toward reaching alternative goals (Dirks 1999). In particular, team monitoring 
has been posited as an important mediating process between trust and performance. Team 
monitoring is defined as the process of observing actions of teammates and watching for errors or 
performance discrepancies so that suggestions or corrective feedback can be provided to assist 
team members (Marks et al., 2001).  Evidence on the trust-monitoring relationship tends to come 
under one of two perspectives (Costa & Bijlsma-Frankema 2007). Some researchers view 
monitoring as a positive team process, whereby increased intrateam trust facilitates positive 
forms of monitoring such as backing-up behaviour, the provision of mutual support, and helping 
behaviours in which team members look out for each other and provide assistance to keep their 
performance on track (McAllister 1995). Conversely, monitoring has also been portrayed in a 
more a negative light as a process that enacts a deliberate form of control in teams where trust is 
low (Langfred 2004). Indeed, Costa et al. (2001) conceptualise monitoring behaviours as a form 
of surveillance which is less necessary when trust is present. Monitoring, as a form of control, 
may therefore signal low intrateam trust and, if enacted, can lead to a reduction in the positive 
intentions of the trustee towards the trustor. Indeed, according to Agency Theory, control is used 
in the absence of trust or presence of low trust (Whitener et al. 1998). Das and Teng (1998) also 
contend that a mix of trust and control would be “at odds with a trusting environment” (p. 501).  
 
As such, the literature is largely mixed and there is no coherent picture on how monitoring and 
trust are related. DeJong & Elfring (2010) suggest that the form monitoring takes may be 
influenced by the nature of the team itself. The authors found a positive relationship between 
trust and performance via team monitoring in on-going teams, but draw a distinction between 
these and short-term teams, proposing that trust operates differently across team types. They 
suggest that on-going teams focus more on interpersonal processes due to the longevity of team 
member relations and leads to the development of a deeper form of affective trust which 
encourages monitoring as a positive, supportive behaviour (McAllister 1995). However, in the 
case of short-term teams that have a limited lifecycle (as examined in the present study), it is 
unlikely that such deep-level, affectively toned trust will emerge, making it more likely that 
monitoring behaviour will be considered as a negative team process for enacting control 
mechanisms. Such a view is consistent with Langfred (2004) who found that trust was negatively 
associated with monitoring, which subsequently predicted declining team performance in short-
lived teams. In line with this perspective, we thus propose a negative relationship between 
intrateam trust and monitoring in that when intrateam trust is high, team members will engage in 
less monitoring of each other as such behaviour would signal a deliberate act to control fellow 
teammates in the early stages of team formation.  
 
Hypothesis 1: Intrateam trust will be negatively associated with team monitoring. 
 
It has been proposed that the more trust is present within a team, the less likely it is that team 
members will monitor the inputs of each other. The effect that monitoring behaviour has on team 
outcomes is complex. Some have argued that team monitoring can have a deleterious effect on 
team performance. This may occur as team members perceive monitoring behaviour to be 
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controlling and indicative of a lack of trust (Costa 2003; Costa et al. 2001), which results in team 
members directing their efforts towards protecting their own personal interests rather than 
cooperating and directing resources towards accomplishing team goals (McAllister 1995). 
Conversely, other researchers have posited a positive relationship between monitoring and team 
outcomes, arguing that monitoring increases coordination and diminishes process losses 
(Langfred 2004; Marks & Panzer 2004). This debate is one that suffers from a lack of empirical 
research which explains the processes through which team monitoring influences subsequent 
team performance. The current research therefore aims to investigate a potential pathway through 
which the effects of team monitoring may be explained. Specifically, we focus on the role of 
social loafing, which is defined as the tendency for a reduction in task performance when 
individuals work collectively rather than alone (Latané et al. 1979). An implication of low 
monitoring is that it invites the potential for negative, opportunistic behaviour to emerge, such as 
social loafing, as individual contribution goes unchecked. Increased monitoring should curb free 
riding and social loafing in teams (Baron et al. 1992), thus directing efforts of team members 
toward realization of collective goals over individual interests (Stanton 2000).  Indeed, DeJong 
and Elfring (2010) highlight how monitoring is likely to increase the likelihood that social loafing 
will be detected. Therefore, if monitoring is low, due to high intrateam trust, the potential for 
team members to engage in this negative team process may emerge. 
 
Hypothesis 2: Less team monitoring behaviour will lead to increased social loafing over time. 
 
As highlighted above we posit a negative relationship between the level of team monitoring and 
the amount of social loafing that occurs within a team. To elucidate this process more fully, it is 
also of interest to determine the effect that social loafing has on ultimate team performance. 
Social loafing is associated with a number of negative outcomes. For example, Duffy and Shaw 
(2000) showed that social loafing was negatively related to group cohesiveness and potency, 
which, in turn, were related to reduce performance and satisfaction and increased absenteeism. 
Indeed social loafing is a widely accepted explanation for productivity losses in teams (George 
1992; Price et al. 2006; Murphy et al. 2003; Hertel et al. 2000). We therefore predict a negative 
relationship between social loafing and team performance. 
 
Hypothesis 3: Social loafing will be negatively related to team performance. 
 
Having outlined the main mediated relationships in our model, we now turn to the moderating 
effect of group equity sensitivity. Equity sensitivity captures a ‘person’s perception of what is and 
what is not equity and then uses that information to make predictions about reactions to inequity’ 
(King et al. 1993, p.302), and is widely considered to be an individual difference that affects how 
team members react to inequity. While some individuals are highly benevolent, experiencing 
high satisfaction even when their input/output ratios are less favourable than fellow colleagues 
(and are thus described as ‘givers’), other more entitled individuals can be described as ‘takers’, 
expressing greater satisfaction when they receive more outputs than inputs. The latter groups are 
thus far more sensitive to perceived under reward inequity (Sauley 2000). At the group level, we 
propose that teams will develop collective norms regarding equity, meaning that over time, a 
team will display a shared mental model regarding equity sensitivity (Klein & Kozlowski 2000). 
Given that previous research has found organizational trust and equity sensitivity to be related in 
predicting perceived organizational justice (Kickul et al. 2005), we posit a similar relationship at 
the group level, hypothesising that the negative relationship between intrateam trust and team 
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monitoring will be strengthened when equity sensitivity is low but weakened when group equity 
sensitivity is high, in that more monitoring behaviour will be observed due to the team member’s 
preoccupation with inequity.  

 
Hypothesis 4: Group equity sensitivity will moderate the negative relationship between intrateam 
trust and team monitoring. 
 
Figure 1: Conceptualised Moderated Mediation  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Methodology 
 
 Research design. Data on the independent, mediating and moderating variables will be 
collected longitudinally using a panel design. Data on the dependent variable of team 
performance will be gathered at the end of the study. 
 
 Sample and procedure. Data is currently being collected from a sample of 120 
undergraduate university students in a UK university, who are nested in 25 five-person teams. 
These teams are participating in a 10-credit module, whereby they must work together over a 12 
week period on a series of tasks. At the end of the module, each group’s is required to submit a 
joint assignment which is worth 30% of their overall assessment. Participants will be invited to 
complete an online survey at three separate time points during the module. 
 
 Measures. The online survey includes questionnaire scales for each of the variables of 
interest. Group monitoring and trust will be assessed using scales by De Jong and Elfring (2010). 
Group equity sensitivity will be measured using an adapted five item scale from King et al. 
(1993) Social loafing will be measured using seven items from George (1992). Finally, team 
performance will be based on the percentage mark awarded to each group’s assignment at the end 
of the module. The authors have no involvement in assessment the performance of the 
participating teams.  
 
 Proposed Analytical Strategy  
 
Data collection has now commenced and will be completed in May 2014. We will check the 
validity and reliability of the constructs using Cronbach’s alpha and series of confirmatory factor 
analyses (CFA). With regards to empirically justifying aggregation of data to the team level, 
interrater reliability coefficients will be calculated for each group-level construct to demonstrate 
consensual validity, as measured by Rwg(j) (James et al. 1993). To test our hypotheses, we will 
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use an approach outlined by Preacher and Hayes (2004) and a macro devised by Hayes (2012) in 
SPSS which will allow us to test the indirect effect between the predictor (group trust) and 
outcome variables (team performance) through the serial mediators of monitoring and social 
loafing, via bootstrapping. The interaction effects of group equity sensitivity will then be 
considered using moderated mediation analysis. Data analysis will be completed by July 2014.  
 
Contributions to the Literature  
 
In summary, this study offers a more complex view of intrateam trust and performance by 
examining the negative implications that high trust can sometimes have on performance in short-
term teams. By adopting a longitudinal research design, we also respond directly to calls to 
consider a temporal perspective on how team dynamics change over time (Li & Roe 2012). Our 
findings will not only extend knowledge by examining the equivocal trust-monitoring 
relationship at the group level of analysis, but will also afford specific practical implications for 
how to manage and develop interpersonal processes in short-lived organisational teams.    
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