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Abstract

Purpose — The purpose of this study is to better understand the consequences of trust
between personnel at different hierarchical levels for organizational effectiveness. We aim to
explore the direct effects and the interaction effects of trust with organizational structure and
processes. The study focuses on military organizations and expands on models and research from
this context.

Design/methodology/approach — Survey data were collected from a Norwegian military
exercise organization at two different hierarchical levels. The hypothesized relationships
between the variables were tested using moderation and serial mediation analyses.

Findings — Trust between personnel at different hierarchical levels was found to positively
influence organizational effectiveness in terms of higher shared awareness of tasks and
responsibilities, better information sharing, and, in turn, better decision making. A perceived flat
organizational structure and decentralized processes were found to increase flexibility, an
increase that in turn improved decision making. Moderation analyses further suggested that trust
between hierarchical levels could attenuate the negative effects of personnel’s perception of their
organization as hierarchical and centralized.

Practical implications — The study results suggest that, at least in Norwegian military
contexts, practitioners should be concerned with building trust between personnel at different
hierarchical levels, flattening the organizational structure, and decentralizing processes to
increase organizational flexibility and effectiveness.

Originality/value — The present study contributes to a better understanding of the role of
trust between personnel at different hierarchical levels in the effort to achieve effective

organizational structures and processes in military contexts.
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Introduction

Military and civilian organizations are facing an increasingly wide spectrum of challenges
combined with high demands for organizational effectiveness (e.g., Hartnell et al., 2019; Alberts,
2011; Alberts and Hayes, 2003; Bjornstad, 2013; STO-TR-SAS-085, 2014). As the wealth of
information and the complexity of the organizational contexts increase, the sharing of
information and the awareness and understanding of tasks and responsibilities in organizations
are increasingly essential for the ability to make appropriate decisions that can help organizations
achieve their goals. Organizational effectiveness can be understood as key organizational
processes, such as shared awareness of tasks and responsibilities, information sharing, and
decision making (e.g., Kozlowski and Ilgen, 2005). These key organizational processes have in
turn been linked to organizational output (e.g., Benbasat and Lim, 1993; Mesmer-Magnus and
DeChurch, 2009; Riley et al., 2006).

Understanding the contingencies for organizational effectiveness is especially urgent in
organizations that plan to or are in the process of implementing organizational changes. This has
been the case for many military organizations in the wake of the theories of network organization
(e.g., Alberts and Hayes, 2003; Bjornstad, 2011, 2013) and agility (e.g., Alberts, 2011; STO-TR-

SAS-085, 2014) in military conceptual work.
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Research in international military contexts has suggested that flat structure, decentralized
processes, and a high degree of alignment between structure and processes may be beneficial for
flexibility and organizational effectiveness at both higher and lower levels of command
(Bjernstad, 2011; Bjernstad and Lichachz, 2013). Structure is understood here as the formal
hierarchical structure of the organization, and processes describe how the structure is
implemented in terms of collaborative and decision-making processes (DeSanctis and Poole,
1997). Flexibility is understood as the ability of the organization to respond successfully and
adaptively to the complex, unpredictable and changing demands of the environment (Hatum and
Pettigrew, 2006). Alignment is understood as the congruence between the organization’s
structure and processes (Bjernstad, 2011). Based on the research by Bjernstad (2011) and
Bjoernstad and Lichacz (2013), we thus hypothesize the following:

HI. A flat structure influences organizational effectiveness positively, partly mediated by
flexibility.

H?2. Decentralized processes influence organizational effectiveness positively, partly mediated by
flexibility.

H3. Alignment between flat structure and decentralized processes influences organizational
effectiveness positively.

However, the successful delegation of authority to lower hierarchical levels and the
decentralization of organizational processes in military and other organizations may depend on
other critical issues. Hierarchical levels in military organizations are often very separate, both
geographically and in terms of work processes. This suggests that the relationships between
people at different hierarchical levels are especially vulnerable and thus especially important to

understand. Military theories of network organization (e.g., Alberts and Hayes, 2003) suggest
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that trust is essential for effective network organization (i.e., flat, decentralized, and flexible
organization). We understand trust as “a psychological state comprising the intention to accept
vulnerability based upon positive expectations of the intentions or behavior of another”
(Rousseau et al., 1998, p. 395), a cross-disciplinary definition of trust that is recognized as
including the most essential elements of trust (e.g., Burke et al., 2007; De Jong, et al., 2016;
Dirks and Ferrin, 2002). Although research has found that trust affects key organizational
processes and outcomes (e.g., Bjornstad et al., 2013; Breuer et al., 2016; Colquitt et al., 2007; De
Jong et al., 2016; Dirks and Ferrin, 2002), there is a lack of empirical research on the assumption
from network theories that trust is necessary for a flat and decentralized organization to improve
effectiveness. However, Bloom et al. (2009) linked trust to decentralization, and a meta-analysis
by De Jong et al. (2016) demonstrated that trust between individuals at different hierarchical
levels was especially important for team output, suggesting that trust may both interact with
organizational variables and influence effectiveness. Based on the above theory and research on
trust, we thus propose the following:
H4. Trust between different levels in the organizational hierarchy influences organizational
effectiveness positively.
H35. Trust between levels in the organizational hierarchy strengthens (i.e., moderates) the
proposed relationships between flat structure and flexibility and flat structure and organizational
effectiveness (H1), as well as the proposed relationships between decentralized processes and
flexibility and decentralized processes and organizational effectiveness (H2).

As indicated above, organizational effectiveness is understood as shared awareness of tasks
and responsibilities, information sharing, and decision making. Research has suggested that these

effectiveness indicators may also be internally related in terms of shared awareness of tasks and
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responsibilities and information sharing preceding decision making (e.g., Bjernstad, 2011;
Bjernstad and Elstad, 2015; Dennis, 1996; Prince and Salas, 1997; Riley et al., 2006; Yanakiev
and Horton, 2012). Based on this research, we anticipate the following:

H6. Shared awareness of tasks and responsibilities and information sharing partly mediate the
effects of the independent variables on decision making.

The conceptual model (Figure 1) visualizes the hypotheses and shows how the different
variables are anticipated to influence organizational effectiveness in a serial parallel moderated
mediation model.

[Insert Figure 1 about here]

Study aims

The main objective of the present study is to help military and other organizations to increase
their organizational effectiveness by improving the understanding of trust between personnel at
different hierarchical levels, especially its role in relation to organizational structure and
processes. This study puts theoretical assumptions to the test, responds to calls for more
integrative organizational theories (e.g., Salas et al., 2017), and focuses on the interdependence
of organizational variables, accentuated in a recent meta-analysis (Hartnell et al., 2019).

Method
Participants and procedures
Survey data were collected from a Norwegian national military exercise organization at
operational/headquarter (HQ, i.e., higher hierarchical level) and tactical (i.e., lower hierarchical
level) levels of command in 2015. The purpose of the exercise was to train personnel in a
scenario escalating from a national crisis to a NATO Article 5 conflict (i.e., full armed conflict

entailing the collective defense of all NATO members), including both operational and tactical
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levels of command. The exercise was a command post exercise (CPX, i.e., run by an exercise
command). There was collaboration both between the hierarchical levels (HQ and tactical) and
between the nine different tactical units that participated in the exercise. The collaboration
between the two different hierarchical levels and the different tactical units was primarily
technologically mediated (i.e., computer based). The current research focuses on the relationship
between the two hierarchical levels, the operational level (i.e., HQ) and the tactical level of
command.

Questionnaires were distributed electronically and completed towards the end of the
exercise (i.e., at one time) by all participants. All participants answered all measures/questions,
were informed of the purpose of the study, and participated on a free-will basis. The survey was
scrutinized and accepted by an HQ organizational development team, the exercise lead, and the
highest-ranking commander. All information obtained was anonymized and treated with
confidentiality.

There was a total of 171 participants after correcting for missing values on the studied
variables. The response rate was 43% (44% at the tactical level and 42% at the operational level
of command). The sample demographics are presented in Table I.

[Insert Table I about here]

Measures

Flat structure, decentralized processes, flexibility, alignment, trust, and the organizational
effectiveness variables (i.e., shared awareness of tasks and responsibilities, information sharing,
and decision making) were measured using scales developed for use in military contexts and
whose psychometric properties were tested in Bjernstad and Elstad (2015). These measures were

based on earlier work by Bjernstad et al. (2013), Lichacz and Bjernstad (2013), Bjernstad (2005,
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2011), and Yanakiev and Horton (2012). Because all participants were Norwegian, all measures
were in Norwegian.

Flat structure, decentralized processes and flexibility were measured using Bjernstad’s
measures (Bjornstad, 2015; Bjernstad and Elstad, 2015), which were expansions of Bjernstad’s
single-item measures (2011). Each of these constructs was measured with a unique five-item,
five-point scale. Flat structure had one item answered on a bipolar scale from “very hierarchical”
(1) to “very flat” (5) and four items answered on a Likert scale from “strongly disagree” (1) to
“strongly agree” (5). The lead stem of the four Likert scale items was “Indicate to what degree
you agree or disagree with the following statements”, and a sample item was “There are few
decision-making levels in this exercise organization”. High scores indicate a flat structure.
Cronbach's alpha (based on standardized items) demonstrated acceptable reliability of the
measure (o =.71). Decentralized processes were measured using a bipolar scale with the
response choices “very centralized” (1) to “very decentralized” (5). The lead stem was “From
your standpoint in this exercise, how would you describe the following organizational processes
in terms of centralization/decentralization?”, and a sample item was “Work processes”. High
scores indicate decentralized processes. The measure demonstrated acceptable reliability (a =
.71). Flexibility was measured using a bipolar scale with the response choices “very rigid” (1) to
“very flexible” (5). The lead stem was “From your standpoint in this exercise, how would you
describe the following organizational processes in terms of rigidity/flexibility?”, and a sample
item was “Distribution of responsibilities”. High scores indicate flexibility. The reliability of the
measure was good (o = .81).

Alignment was an estimate of the level of congruence between structure and processes

(Bjernstad, 2011); it was calculated as the difference between the structure and processes scores.
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Hence, the value 5 on both structure and processes gives an alignment score of 0, and the values
1 and 5 on structure and processes yield an alignment score of -4. The close-to-zero mean value,
M = -.64 (Table II), indicates a high level of congruence between the structure and process
values. Hence, scores close to zero indicate a high degree of alignment between structure and
processes.

Trust was measured using the metric from Bjernstad et al. (2013; Bjernstad, 2013). This is
a task-focused cognitive trust measure that was developed and validated in military contexts,
hence fitting our focus and goal. The metric has three items answered on a five-point bipolar
scale, with answer categories from “very confident” (1) to “very doubtful” (5), recoded so that
high scores indicate high trust. The metric was adapted to measure trust between the two levels
of command. The lead stem was “During this exercise, how confident have you been that:”, and
a sample item was “Your colleagues at the operational/tactical level of command fulfill their
responsibilities?” The measure demonstrated good reliability (a = .85). Hence, personnel from
the tactical level of command (i.e., subordinate level) answered pertaining to their colleagues at
the operational level of command (i.e., superior level) and vice versa. This means that each level
of command rated their trust in the other level of command.

Organizational effectiveness was measured by the three constructs shared awareness of
tasks and responsibilities, information sharing, and decision making. The information-sharing
and decision-making measures were a refinement of Bjernstad’s original measures (2011), and
the shared awareness of tasks and responsibilities measure was developed on the basis of four
items from Yanakiev and Horton’s (2012) measure. All three measures were validated in

Bjernstad and Elstad (2015).
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Shared awareness of tasks and responsibilities was measured by four items answered on a
five-point Likert scale with answer categories from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree”
(5). The metric was adapted to measure shared awareness of tasks and responsibilities between
the tactical and operational levels of command; hence, the questions were focused on the other
hierarchical level. The lead stem was “Indicate to what degree you agree or disagree with the
following statements based on the role that you have in this exercise:”. A sample item (item 2)
was “The HQ and the tactical commands/our tactical command* are aware of each other’s areas
of responsibility” (* indicates that the phrasing was adapted to the respondents’ level of
command: the operational level related to “tactical commands™ in general, while the tactical level
related to their own tactical command unit). High scores indicate a high degree of shared
awareness of tasks and responsibilities; items 1, 3 and 4 were thus recoded. The measure
demonstrated good reliability (o = .85).

Information sharing was measured by three items answered on a 5-point scale from “very
content” (1) to “very discontent” (5). It was recoded so that high scores indicate good
information sharing. The lead stem was “Indicate which answer best describes your perception
based on the role that you have in this exercise:”, and a sample item was “How content are you
with the content of the information that you receive?”. The measure demonstrated acceptable
reliability (a0 =.73).

Decision making was measured by three items. The lead stem was “Indicate which answer
best describes your perception based on the role that you have in this exercise:”, and a sample
item (item 2) was “How do you perceive the decision quality?” The corresponding response
choices ranged from “very good” (1) to “very poor” (5). Items 2 and 3 were recoded so that high

scores indicate good decision making. The measure demonstrated acceptable reliability (a =.73).
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Covariates. We controlled for the demographic variables age, gender, level of command,
civilian educational level, military educational level, military services, rank, and years in
military service in the analyses. These variables were not found to influence the results and are
therefore not presented in the subsequent results section.

Statistical analyses

For participants who had one value missing on a measure, the value was replaced by the
average score of the other items measuring the same construct. A total of six missing values were
therefore replaced in the data sets of six different respondents. Data from participants who had
more missing values were excluded from the analyses (6 respondents).

The hypothesized relationships between the variables (Figure 1) were analyzed using the
PROCESS function V3.4 in IBM SPSS V.26 (Hayes, 2018). The analyses were performed in two
main steps. First, PROCESS model 81 was used to estimate serial parallel mediation effects.
Second, PROCESS model 8 was used to test for both moderation effects and moderated
mediation effects of trust. The variables not involved in the moderation effects were included as
covariates in the analyses using model 8. Nonparametric analyses using 5000 bootstrapped
samples were applied to estimate 95% confidence intervals for indirect effects and moderated
mediation effects. A multiple-group structural equation model was used to test the cross-validity
of the mediation model, i.e. whether the regression coefficients were equal in the sample at the
tactical level (i.e., subordinate level) and in the sample at the operational level (i.e., superior
level) (see e.g. Hayes, 2018; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). IBM SPSS AMOS 25.0 was applied
for this purpose.

Results
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Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations are presented in Table II. The
assumptions of linearity and univariate and multivariate normality necessary for more advanced
analyses were evaluated. Trust was found to be marginally acceptable in terms of normality, with
a somewhat high kurtosis value (1.25); all other measures had acceptable values.

[Insert Table II about here]

Serial parallel mediation effects

The estimated direct effects between the variables in the serial parallel mediation model
using PROCESS model 81 are presented in Figure 2. The estimated indirect effects from model
81 are presented in Table III.

[Insert Figure 2 about here]

[Insert Table III about here]

Figure 2 suggests that flat organizational structure influences organizational effectiveness
in terms of improved decision making, both directly and indirectly, through flexibility. These
results indicate partial support for hypothesis 1 (partial because flat structure was significantly
related to only one of the three measures of organizational effectiveness). The estimated model
further indicated that the effects of decentralized processes on decision making were fully
mediated by flexibility, meaning that decentralized processes increased flexibility, an increase
that in turn improved decision making. This finding partially supported hypothesis 2 (partially
because no direct effects of decentralized processes on the organizational effectiveness measures
were found). Alignment was not found to be significantly related to the organizational
effectiveness measures; hypothesis 3 was thus not corroborated. The analyses depicted in Figure
2 further lend support to hypothesis 4; trust had a direct positive effect on shared awareness of

tasks and responsibilities and information sharing. Trust was found to have indirect effects on
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decision making through shared awareness and information sharing, thus supporting hypothesis
6. Hypothesis 6 was, however, only partly supported because shared awareness of tasks and
responsibilities and information sharing were not found to mediate the effects of flat structure
and decentralized processes on decision making. The validity of the mediation model (Figure 2)
across the two organizational hierarchical levels was tested by comparing the fit of a constrained
model (i.e., all nine path coefficients were set to be equal in the two sub-samples) with an
unconstrained model (i.e., all nine path coefficients values could vary freely within the two sub-
samples). The results showed no significant difference between the two models %7 (9) = 9.85,
p = .36], suggesting generalizability of the model to both the tactical and the operational level of
command.

To examine hypothesis 5, the four hypothesized moderating effects of trust (Figure 1)
were tested in two separate analyses using PROCESS model 8. The first analysis found that the
inclusion of the product term between trust and flat structure gave a significant increase in the
amount of explained variance in decision making (AR?> = .04, p <.01), denoting a significant
moderating effect of trust on the direct effect of flat structure on decision making. A visual
representation of the moderating effect of trust is presented in Figure 3. A subsequent simple
slope analysis demonstrated that the relationship between organizational structure and decision
making was statistically significant when trust was low (-1 SD, b =0.49, p <.001) and average
(b=0.28, p <.001) but not when trust was high (+ 1 SD, b = 0.07, p = .44). This means that a
hierarchical structure depends more on trust to be efficient compared to a flat structure, which is
the opposite of what was anticipated in hypothesis 5. Trust was not found to moderate the

relationship between flat structure and the mediator flexibility, as proposed in hypothesis 5).
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The second analysis using PROCESS model 8 found that the inclusion of the product
term between trust and decentralized processes gave a significant increase in the amount of
explained variance in flexibility (AR? = .02, p < .05), indicating that the effect of decentralized
processes on flexibility was moderated by trust. A visual representation of the moderating effect
of trust is displayed in Figure 3. This means that an organization with centralized processes
depends more on trust to be flexible — the opposite of what was anticipated in hypothesis 5.
Simple slope analysis found that the effect of decentralized processes was statistically significant
at all levels of trust, at low trust (-1 SD, b =0.57, p <.001), at average trust (b =0.40, p <.001),
and at high trust (+1 SD, b = 0.24, p < .05). Trust was not found to moderate the direct effect
between decentralized processes and decision making (also proposed in hypothesis 5).

[Insert Figure 3 about here]

The moderating effect of trust also suggests that the mediating role of flexibility between
decentralized processes and decision making is contingent upon the level of trust, indicating a
moderated mediation effect. Table IV shows that the indirect effect of decentralized processes on
decision making is significant at low and medium levels of trust but that the effect becomes
nonsignificant and close to zero at high levels of trust. This means that decentralized processes
are especially important for flexibility and the quality of decision making when trust is low
between the different organizational hierarchical levels.

[Insert Table IV about here]

Discussion
The purpose of the present study was to test theoretical assumptions to support military and

other organizations in their work towards increased organizational effectiveness by improving
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the understanding of the effects of trust between different hierarchical levels, including its role in
relation to different organizational structures and processes.

The results supported the suggestions (H/ and H?2) that flat structure and decentralized
processes have positive effects on both flexibility and organizational effectiveness (effectiveness
as measured by decision making). The effect of decentralized processes on decision making was
fully mediated by flexibility, while the effects of flat structure on decision making were partly
mediated by flexibility.

The results did not support the proposition (H3) that alignment between structure and
processes has direct effects on organizational effectiveness in terms of decision making.

The effectiveness measures were also found to be interrelated; shared awareness of tasks and
responsibilities and information sharing both related positively to decision making (H6).However,
shared awareness of tasks and responsibilities and information sharing were not found to mediate
the effects of flat structure and decentralized processes on decision making. Hence, H6 was only
partly supported. In line with the literature (e.g., Dennis, 1996; Bjernstad, 2011) and based on
the understanding that shared awareness and information sharing are necessary but not sufficient
conditions for good decision making and not vice versa, these results suggest that shared

awareness of tasks and responsibilities and information sharing both influenced decision making.

The results lend support to the suggestion (H4) that trust between hierarchical levels
influences organizational effectiveness positively in terms of higher shared awareness of tasks
and responsibilities, better information sharing, and, in turn, better decision making. The
suggestion (HJ5) that trust strengthens the effects of flat structure, decentralized processes, and
flexibility on organizational effectiveness was not supported, although two moderating effects of

trust was found. Both of the moderating effects of trust gave a substantial increase in explained
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variance, but were in the opposite direction of what was expected. The first effect indicated that a
hierarchical structure decreases the quality of decision making primarily at low levels of trust,
but not when trust was high. A flat structure was not dependent upon trust to increase the quality
of decision making. The second moderating effect of trust showed that centralized processes
decrease the quality of decision making through reducing flexibility at low and medium levels of
trust, but not when trust was high. Hence, high levels of trust may be understood as restricting
the negative effects of centralized processes and hierarchical structure on flexibility and decision

making.

Theoretical and practical implications

The current results lend support to the findings in Bjernstad (2011) and Bjernstad and
Lichacz (2013) by demonstrating positive direct and indirect effects of flat structure on
organizational effectiveness, positive indirect effects of decentralization on organizational
effectiveness, positive direct effects of flexibility on organizational effectiveness, and a positive
relationship between the effectiveness variables, information sharing and decision making.

The current study expands the understanding of the antecedents of organizational
effectiveness by incorporating trust into the organizational effectiveness model of Bjornstad
(2011), thereby integrating different lines of research, in line with Salas et al.’s (2017) call for
more integrative organizational research. The final moderated mediation model adds to our
knowledge of organizational interdependencies relevant for both theory and practice — a factor
also underlined in Hartnell et al.’s (2019) meta-analysis.

The results also provide empirical evidence in support of central theories in NATO

conceptual research — the theories of network organization (e.g., Alberts and Hayes, 2003) and
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the agility concept (e.g., STO-TR-SAS-085, 2014). These theories have emphasized
decentralization (often called “power to the edge”), flatter hierarchies, and trust as important
factors in flexible and effective military organizations. However, the present research raises
doubt as to the necessity of trust for flat and decentralized types of organizations to be effective.
Rather, the results suggest that hierarchical and centralized organizations may be more
dependent on trust between personnel at different hierarchical levels and that flat and
decentralized types of organizations are more robust (in terms of being less dependent upon
trust).

The current research also lends support to the centrality of information sharing and decision
making purported in the military conceptual theories referred to above. Information exchange
seems pivotal from both a conceptual military standpoint and from an organizational
development standpoint.

The results of this research may help military and other organizations by highlighting the
essential role of trust in addition to flat structure and decentralized processes for organizational
effectiveness. Appreciating the centrality of trust between personnel at different hierarchical
levels for organizational effectiveness may increase the probability of organizations investing the
necessary time to build trust between their members at different hierarchical levels.

Limitations and future directions

The analyses were based on cross-sectional data, making it important to pay attention to
issues concerning endogeneity. Although the results provide support for the suggested causal
relationships between the variables in the model, the model does not provide proof of such causal
relationships. The direction of the causal relationships between the constructs was therefore

evaluated on a thorough theoretical basis (e.g., Bjornstad, 2011; Bjernstad, et al., 2013; Colquitt,

Dette er en postprint-versjon/This is a postprint version.
DOl til publisert versjon/DOI to published version: 10.1108/LODJ-06-2020-0255



Trust and organization 19

et al., 2007; De Jong et al., 2016; Dennis, 1996; Hirschfeld et al., 2006; Mathieu et al., 2015;
Riley, et al., 2006; Valaker et al., 2016).

The use of self-report measures may be seen as a limitation because of the common method
bias (e.g., Campbell & Fiske, 1959; Cronbach & Meehl, 1955; Doty & Glick, 1998), potentially
also causing endogenity. However, both Doty and Glick (1998) and Conway and Lance (2010)
argue that the problem of common method bias is substantially exaggerated in organizational
research. Indeed, the work of Conway and Lance (2010) indicates that the problem of
underestimating relationships when using different methods (Type II error) is greater than that of
overestimating relationships when using the same methods (Type I error). Doty and Glick (1998)
suggest that employing different wordings and different response formats in self-report measures
will serve to minimize the common method bias. Therefore, to minimize this bias, the response
formats employed to measure the different variables were deliberately distinct for each variable,
employing bipolar descriptive measurement scales, in addition to one Likert and one combined
Likert and bipolar descriptive scale. Additionally, some of the scales were reverse coded (i.e.,
trust, information sharing, and parts of the decision-making and shared awareness measures).
The use of different bipolar descriptive scales instead of the more common Likert-type scales
with identical response denominators (agree/disagree), and also reverse coding, should thus
lessen the risk of common method bias, hence also the risk of endogeneity.

In line with the research on which this study was based (e.g., Bjornstad, 2011; McAllister,
1995; Valaker et al., 2016), the results of this study are based on participants’ perceptions and
not on direct organizational measures. Subjective experiences such as trust and shared awareness
of tasks and responsibilities also naturally lend themselves to the use of subjective measures.

Moreover, the use of participants’ subjective perceptions to make inferences about an
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organization’s characteristics is often considered the most relevant approach in organizational
studies (Patterson et al., 2005; Spector, 1994). An organization may be understood in terms of
the sum of the realities perceived by its participants (e.g., Patterson et al., 2005). Hence, this
research is not a study of different objective realities in different organizations but rather reflects
the different perceptions of many individuals pertaining to their different working environments
in one organization. The current response rate of 43% may be considered low. However, because
our goal was to investigate the relations among the variables rather than estimate population
values, this is not considered a serious flaw (Shadish et al., 2002). The response rates for the two
hierarchical levels in the organization were also quite similar (42% at the operational/HQ level
and 44% at the tactical level), excluding this factor from being the cause of any systematic error.
Additionally, the relationships between the variables in the model were found to be equal at the
tactical and the HQ levels, demonstrating robustness of the proposed model.

To test the strength of the current results, it may also be useful to employ experimental
manipulations and direct objective measures. Selected parts of the model may also be studied
more in depth across contexts, like whether and how the role of flexibility may be different or the
same in military and business types of contexts. Future research should also test the whole model
in other types of organizations, both military and civilian, in different national contexts, and at
different hierarchical levels to assess the generalizability of the results.

It may also be beneficial to assess the conceptual model in larger samples because larger
samples have more power to detect significant effects, which is especially important for the
proposed moderating effects. To assess the generalizability of results across organizations and
cultures, in effect also involving larger samples, we suggest larger research ventures with data

collection from many different types of organizations in different countries and cultures. This
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would allow for conducting multilevel analysis (MLM), with organization type and culture at
level II and III respectively. In such a research venture, the type of organization and culture
would be controlled for, as well as allowing for any interaction effects with the organizational
level to be revealed.

A suggestion for future research could also be to look more closely at trust. The current
research focused on trust between two different organizational hierarchical levels, because
research has been lacking here. However, it may also be of value to understand how trust
between two different organizational hierarchical levels compares to trust within each
hierarchical level, as well as with trust within and across different military services (army, navy,
etc). Finally, we would like to promote the expansion of the model to include additional
variables vital to organizational effectiveness.

Conclusion
Contrary to expectations, our data suggested that flatter and more decentralized organizations
may be more flexible and effective irrespective of trust and that negative effects of a hierarchical
and centralized organization can be attenuated by trust between levels in the organizational
hierarchy. This means both that trust may be seen as a powerful tool and that flat and
decentralized organizations may be seen as the more robust organizational form — at least in
Norwegian military contexts. The findings may provide an extra impetus for an increased focus

on issues central to the building of good relations between organizational hierarchical levels.
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Table I. Participant demographics

n %*  Mean/SD n %*

Age (Range: 21 - 59) 45.7/8.8 Highest completed civilian education/degree:

Gender: High school 70 40.9
Male 163 95.3 Bachelor's degree (civilian) 60 351
Female 7 4.1 Master’s degree (civilian) 29 17.0

Military 167 97.7 Ph.D. (civilian) 0 0
Years of military service (Range: 1 - 39) 24.0/10.1 Other (civilian) 12 7.0

Civilian 4 2.3 Highest completed military education/degree:

Level of command: Officer candidate school 21 12.3
HQ level 94 55 Bachelor's degree (military) 96 56.1
Tactical level 77 45 Master’s degree (military) 32 18.7

Services: Ph.D. (military) 0 0
Army 62 36.6 Other (military) 15 8.8
Navy 38 22.2 NATO rank:

Air Force 45 26.3 Other ranks: OR4-OR5 1 6

Home Guard 20 1.7 Officers: OF1 10 5.8

Special Forces 1 6 Officers: OF2-OF3 92 53.8
Officers: OF4-OF6 61 35.7
Officers: OF7-OF9 2 1.2

Notes. There was a 43% response rate. N corrected for missing values on the studied variables = 171. * Calculated from the whole sample. Due to some

missing values, the numbers do not add up to 100% for all demographics.
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Table II. Means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlation coefficients

1. Trust (X1)

2. Flat structure (Xz)

3. Decentralized processes (X3)
4. Alignment (X4)

5. Flexibility (M+)

6. Shared awareness (Mza)

7. Information sharing (M2b)

8. Decision making ()

Mean SD 1 2 4 5 6 7
362 .73

272 63  -013

269 57  .067 .062

063 .51 -113 159*

306 .66  .057 .250* -.042

346 .71 496 .050 -112 141

385 59 236  .040 -.069 126 210*

359 69  .268* 296" -154* 364 429 289***

Notes. High scores indicate flat structure, decentralized processes, low alignment of structure and processes, high

trust, high flexibility, high shared awareness of tasks and responsibilities, good information sharing, and good

decision making. All variables are on a scale from 1-5 except alignment, which is a difference score between the

mean score for structure and the mean score for processes (i.c., no difference = 0, maximum difference = -4).

p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p< 001. N=171.
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Table Ill. Standardized indirect effects on decision making

Through . Serial Serial
fTIQ;ﬁ)l:hgtC shared Th;ohuagr?nglfo. mediation mediation  Total indirect
. awareness Xi->M1-> Xi->M1-> effect
XioM=>Y oty MY yoa sy Mabosy
Trust (X1) .01 [-.03,.04] .15[.07,23] .04[.01,.09] .00]-.00,.01] .00[-.00,.01] .20[.10,.29]
Flat structure (X2) .05 [.01,.10] .01[-.03,.07] .00[-.03,.04] .01[-.01,.02] .00[-.01,.02] .08[.01,.15]

Decentralized processes (X3) .08 [.02,.14] .03[-01,.08] .00[-04,.04] .01[-01,.03] .01[-01,.02] .12[.04,.21]

Notes. Standardized coefficients with 95% CI in brackets estimated from bootstrapped standard errors. Bold =

significant at the 5% level. N=171.
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Table 1V. Moderated mediation effect of decentralized processes on decision making at specific

conditional values of trust (unstandardized regression coefficients)

Specific conditional values of trust Indirect effect 95% Cl

-1 SD below the mean 0.138 [0.043, 0.230]
Mean 0.097 [0.030, 0.174]
+1 SD above the mean 0.057 [-0.001, 0.146]

Notes. Decentralized processes and trust are mean centered. Bold = significant at the 5% level. N=171.
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Figure 1. Conceptual model.
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Figure 2. Final mediation model: Hypothesized paths supported in current research

Standardized coefficients presented. *p < .05, **p <.01, ***p < .001. N = 171.
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Figure 3. Moderating effects of trust on the relationship between flat structure and decision making
(left) and decentralized processes and flexibility (right). The slopes were estimated on the basis of

unstandardized regression coefficients (N = 171).
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