Trust is the load-bearing

infrastructure of
transformation.
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Employee trust in leadership has hit a
statistical floor exactly when

organizations need it most to execute Al
integration and strategy shifts.

Based on the 2026 research of Jonathan H. Westover, PhD
Human Capital Leadership Review
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Trust is a measurable equation of vulnerability
and capability, not a warm feeling.
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In a transformation, employees are highly vulnerable. They calculate Ability,
Benevolence, and Integrity to decide if that vulnerability is safe.
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The illusion of executive alignment obscures a
severe structural fracture at the front lines.
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Hierarchical Fracture

Executives
55% trust their manager.

Middle
Management

34% trust senior leaders.

o v,«;\ = |
Individual M C The exact place where

Contributors _ 7 '\ strategic decisions must be
S e\ turned into physical action is
where trust is weakest.

Only 25% trust their manager,
and 21% trust senior leaders.

Three out of four
employees lived
through at least
one major transfor-
mation last year.
Most involved

Al implementation
or strategy shifts
(Edelman, 2026;
DDI, 2026).
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The Al ROI Paradox: Relentless, opaque transformation
destroys the exact trust required to adopt it.

Al Trust Loop _—Leadership pushes opaqué
Al transformation for efficiency.

Employees experience
— job-related fear and

Leaders push harder, structural uncertainty.

triggering more fear. ‘ Only 18% of
'ggering a employees with a

negative transformation
experience will
embrace increased Al
use, versus 40% with a

ositive experience. ; -
> ; R Psychological contract

breach occurs;
benevolence is doubted.

Transformation ROI stalls
and execution fails.

Employees hide Al usage
(57% admit to this) or
passively reject tools.
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Executives attempt to cure job anxiety with strategic
narratives, answering the wrong questions.

Uncertainty Matrix

Strategic Uncertainty

Where is the company going?

Job-Related Uncertainty

N What happens to my role and security?
\;. —

AN
(o
\

Leaders pour effort into polished strategy narratives while
leaving employees in the dark about their own futures.
You cannot solve structural anxiety with a vision statement.
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The structural engineering playbook for leading
change without breaking the organization.

Decades of organizational research yield a predictable truth: how change is governed matters more
than the volume of change itself. Rebuilding structural trust requires these five interventions.
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Pillar I: Candid, visible reasoning prevents
cynical assumptions during disruption.

Information Flow

Polished
=l Announcement

Executive %
Decision

l Problem
Defined _f=

Decision
Made

Criteria &
Options Shared

Personal Impact
Communicated

Engineered Flow

NN
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I Explain the decision logic: Share the
problem and criteria so employees can judge
your competence directly.

I Name the unknowns: State clearly what has
not yet been decided rather than projecting
false certainty.

O Address the personal question immediately:
Clarify role and security impacts first, not last.

Buffer publishes its complete salary
calculation formula. When logic is visible in

advance, employees have no reason to assume the
worst when a decision goes against them.
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Pillar 1l: Procedural justice neutralizes the
organizational backlash of painful outcomes

Low Procedural Justice /g 7

Qg

Fairness
Buffer

'5'0'6'0'7'0r8I0'
Negativity of Outcome ——

When the process is fair, the negativity of the outcome is no longer
,_ the primary driver of employee backlash (Brockner et al., 1994).




The tale of two transformations: How process dictates structural survival.

Low Procedural Justice High Procedural Justice
(Better.com) (Stripe & Airbnb)

Delivery Method Zoom webinar (impersonal). 1:1 manager conversations.

Business Rationale Blamed market; implied poor Founders owned overhiring
Ownership performance. mistakes.

Generous severance, alumni
directories, immigration aid.

Support

Infrastructure Standard/Legal minimum.

Signal Sent to
Survivors

We treat people with dignity,

You are disposable. even when they leave.

A layoff handled badly is a demonstration to the survivors of how the
organization treats people when it no longer needs them.




Pillar lll: Opaque Al rollouts guarantee friction; transparent governance engineers adoption

Narrative
Framing

Data
Governance

Managerial
Enablement

Al Trust Governance Matrix

Opaque Rollout

Cost-cutting & Efficiency
(e.g., Duolingo memo)

—9

1174

Transparent Rollout &%

Augmentation & Explicit
Headcount Implications

Il A

Silent Monitoring

I Explicit boundaries on what

data is used and what is never
used for evaluations /

Managers learn at the same
time as staff

—
Managers briefed first with
answers to job-security questions

A

A\ Warning Note: Klarna's rapid pivot from "Al does the job of 700 agents" to hiring humans
again shows the trust risk of announcing Al capabilities before they are proven.




Pillar IV: Middle managers are the load-bearing joints of transformation.
Stop treating them like distribution channels.

1. Advance Briefings
(Facts and reasoning
before the company
announcement).

2. Coaching Capability
Development.

3. Rewarding Trust-Building
in Promotions.

Data point: Managers are the most skeptical layer. Only 31% trust their own manager, yet employees
who believe their managers coach them effectively are 9x more likely to trust them (DDI, 2026).
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Pillar V: Broken voice circuits result in expensive, catastrophic silence.

- Voice System Circuit

Gate 1: Is it Safe? Gate 2: Is it Effective?
(Fear of retaliation) (Will leadership actually
« > change anything?)

Employee T o X
Raises Concern | = “© "

Circuit Break

Expensive
Silence

Case Study

The 2024 Boeing
Safety Review
revealed that
reporting lines
investigated their
own safety reports,

closing the “Is it
Safe?” gate, while a
failure to inform
employees of
outcomes closed
the "Is it Effective?”

gate.
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Diagnosing and repairing trust fractures requires structural interventions,

not just apologies.

Trust Repair Decision Tree

Was it a Competence Failure? Was it an Integrity Failure?
(A genuine mistake or execution error) (A breach of ethics, data, or fairness)
;
Resolution: Apologize sincerely. Resolution: Apology is insufficient.
Competence can be learned. Requires visible systemic reform.

Wells Fargo’s 2017 repair required clawing
back $136M from executives and structurally
eliminating product sales goals. You must
fix the incentives that caused the breach,
not just the messaging.
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Institutionalize fairness into your change governance before the next
disruption hits.

PILLAR 1 PILLAR 2 PILLAR 3 PILLAR 4 PILLAR 5

Building Codes Building Codes Building Codes

Measure trust by level Build the reserve: Consult Require documented fairness
not just in aggregate.' employees before changes, criteria for all Al and
not after. restructuring initiatives.

Trust is not a casualty of transformation. It is the prerequisite for it.
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