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Abstract This paper deals with trust processes in interorganizational relationships, specifically
the ambiguous link between trust and predictability. Using an empirical case study, the paper
focuses on when actors, participating in an international construction project, begin working
according to a new and unfamiliar contract. The paper suggests that trust may be activated in
different ways. This has consequences for its link to predictability and how trust relates to various
forms of routines and learning.

Introduction
Trust is an important issue in international relationships (e.g. Solberg and Nes, 2002).
Trust is also a common notion in industrial network research (e.g. Johanson and
Mattsson, 1987; Ford et al., 1990; Håkansson and Snehota, 1995), although it seldom
has been the explicit focus in IMP studies. Previous research on trust has resulted in
both differences and shared understandings among the scholars involved (see, for
example, Rousseau et al., 1998). A basic understanding that is shared is that trust is
significant foremost when a relationship is characterized by vulnerability and risk (e.g.
Bigley and Pearce, 1998). In the absence of vulnerability, the concept of trust is not
necessary, since outcomes are not of consequence to a trustor (Mishra, 1996). Another
common opinion is that trust is linked to, but distinct from, predictability (e.g. Deutsch,
1958; Lewis and Weigert, 1985; Mayer et al., 1995). The relationship between the two
concepts is ambiguous, however.

There exist a number of arguments why this ambiguity deserves further attention.
One reason is recent research indicating that trust can be important for learning (e.g.
March and Olsen, 1990; Ghoshal and Bartlett, 1994; Gulati et al., 2000). For instance,
Zaheer et al. (1998) speculate that the enhancement of transaction value such as
cooperation and the exploration of new information and coordination technologies,
new market opportunities, and product and process innovation, may account for the
link between interorganizational trust and exchange performance. Exploration is by
nature unpredictable, yet a significant part of current literature ties trust so tightly to
predictability that it does not appear as a mechanism behind exploration. Hence, the
purpose of the paper is to address the association between trust and predictability and
its influence on actor interaction.

More specifically, this paper addresses trust in an international construction project,
focusing on when the actors involved go from a known and established contractual
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form to a new and unfamiliar one. The characteristics of international construction
projects accentuate the challenge of trust as well as the comfort of predictability. First,
such a context provides a setting characterized by high levels of uncertainty and
complexity (e.g. Gidado, 1996). Secondly, relationships and the contracts governing
construction actors, have traditionally encouraged adversary rather than trusting
relations indicting substantial levels of vulnerability and risk (e.g. Cox and Thompson,
1997; Love et al., 1999). Finally, construction work is often characterized by reliance on
previous experience and established routines, where actors normally are keen to follow
established patterns of behaviour as well as previously experienced contractual forms
(e.g. Östergren and Huemer, 1999).

The paper presents a case study based on qualitative data. The case focuses on the
construction firm Skanska’s experiences with a new approach to international
construction work. This was exemplified in the Jumbo brewery project. The case
begins with negotiations in South Africa and continues to the construction site in
Kenya. The paper focuses on how trust and predictability are related under different
phases; when accepting new ways of working, and when actually carrying out the
work according to the new contract.

The following section provides a review of the concepts of trust and predictability
according to current literature. The paper then presents Skanska’s experience with the
Project Alliance approach. In the case analysis section, the actor-resource-activity
model of the industrial network school is used in combination with the dynamic
capabilities approach. This is in line with an ambition of providing an understanding
of phases when the resource is built up, and when trust is utilized in activities. The
paper suggests that trust may be activated in different ways, and that this has
consequences for its link to predictability, and how trust relates to various forms of
routines and learning.

Trust and predictability
The Jumbo Brewery project in Kenya provides an illustration of the trust-predictability
association. The contractual process in the project started according to conventional,
i.e. well-known, tendering. Established routines were to be used, which created a
predictable and thus favourable situation for trust. In the Jumbo Brewery case, the
preferred bidders were invited to the client in South Africa, where they were introduced
to a new concept, the Project Alliance idea. The contractors were initially very
suspicious. As one informant stated: “Contractors are always very careful, there is the
fear of being conned, but also the risk of being open and sharing revenue estimates”.
The contractors had previous experience and understanding of conventional tendering.
Now they were asked to do something completely different, and scepticism flourished
among them. It was difficult to predict the situation, the outcome of the project, as well
as the behaviours of others participating in it.

Rational and social perspectives on trust and predictability
Predictability seems not to be sufficient to characterize the everyday meaning of trust.
To be meaningful trust must go beyond predictability (Deutsch, 1958; Lewis and
Weigert, 1985; Young, 1992). For instance, Mayer et al. (1995) suggest that
predictability and trust cannot be equated if one accepts that a willingness to take risks
and to be vulnerable are preconditions of trust. Moreover, an actor consistently acting
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in a self-interested way is certainly predictable. A basic argument for why
predictability is not sufficient is therefore that perceptions of positive motivation, or
benevolence, are required if expectations of trust are to occur. A trustee who
continuously explores is also very predictable. A certain trustor may decide to relate to
this trustee because of this predictability; he or she can count on the fact that an
innovative behaviour will characterize the trustee. A basic argument in the paper is
that this form of “meta” prediction or anticipation may be the only one the trustor can
make. When it comes to exploratory behaviour, including the modification of routines
and values, the trustor often cannot, and to some extent should not, try to predict and
anticipate the trustee’s behaviour. This may involve changes that the trustor initially
neither understands nor appreciates, however.

The literature on interorganizational relations offers at least two general definitions
of trust. One is confidence or predictability in one’s expectations about another’s
behaviour, and the other is confidence in another’s goodwill (Ring and Van de Ven,
1992, Zaheer et al., 1998). Apparently, the first of these definitions is closely linked to
predictability, but also the second definition commonly depicts trust as depending on
it. According to the first definition, the “rational“ trustor seeks information about the
trustee, as much as is deemed necessary, in order to avoid the hazards of trustee
opportunism. Deterrence based, calculus based, and cognitive trust forms depend on
the predictability of one’s expectations, the consistency of expected behaviour
sustained by the threat of punishment, peer dependability and/or environmental
predictability. Risks are coped with by the possibility of threats, by the asymmetry and
dependence between strong and weak parties, and by the fact that it is rather clearly
established what the trustor actually is expecting.

The rational perspective on trust has an alternative in the social view, including
trust typologies such moralistic trust (Kramer et al., 1996), explicitly predicted on
general ethical convictions and intrinsic values. McAllister’s (1995) affect based trust
(cf. Lewis and Weigert, 1985) builds on social similarity. Ring’s (1996) resilient trust
builds on Barber (1983), who emphasizes the “persistence and the fulfilment of the
natural and social moral orders”. It appears as if social trust forms do not build or
depend on threats or deterrence for its existence. Instead, social trust forms are akin
towards predictability by normative integration and similarity.

To trust in predictability – implications for interacting actors
From an industrial network perspective, interacting with others is the most
fundamental activity of a company. Interaction regards how companies choose to
organize the flows of goods and information between them and it influences
development in a network structure (e.g. Håkansson and Ford, 2002). Relationship
development explained by trust appears to depend on an ability to predict outcomes
with a high probability of success (e.g. Bennis and Goldsmith, 1997, p. 130), as well as
behaviour-based predictability (Rousseau et al., 1998, p. 402). Institutionalized
practices shape interactions and create an awareness of the rules, routines, and
procedures that actors need to follow for trust to occur (e.g. Zaheer et al., 1998; Dyer
and Wujin, 2000; Gulati et al., 2000).

The association portrayed between trust and predictability harmonises with
evolutionary economists’ (Nelson and Winter, 1982) description of routines as
involving the execution of known procedures for the purpose of generating current
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revenue and profit. Similarly, activities based on single loop learning (Argyris and
Schön, 1996) are instrumental learning in which an organization adapts within existing
knowledge structures. Activities that build upon exploitation (March, 1991), focus on
the refinement of existing competencies, technologies and paradigms where the returns
of the activities are predictable. This provides a fruitful environment for trust. An
important question is, however, how to explain the development of the growth and
decay of competencies, other than in the form of simple repetition of decisions and
behaviours (Zollo and Winter, 2002).

A predictability focused trust, be that rational or social, seems less part of the search
routines that seek to bring about changes n current procedures (Nelson and Winter,
1982). To trust in predictability represents an expectation that familiar things will
remain stable. Habit is a means of reducing social complexity, and can therefore be
seen as playing the same role as this kind of trust (Mizstal, 1996). Trust is foremost
portrayed as dealing with the trustee’s freedom (and the following uncertainties, risks,
and vulnerabilities), bounded within operating routines and single loop or exploitative
activities. A negative aspect of this kind of “learning by doing” is that it does not
contribute to any deeper organizational renewal (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990). Figure 1
illustrates trust as a consequence of predictability.

Figure 1 suggests, in line with current research, that in order to be meaningful, trust
must go beyond predictability (the arrows create a space that represent acceptance of
vulnerability). Trust, it appears, may result in learning, acceptance of change etc. that
actually leads to higher levels of risk and uncertainty, but preferably within current
frameworks due to the predictability deemed necessary for trust. In other words, trust
appears to be a consequence of the trustor’s ability to predict. The main concern is
predictability and that explains the level of trust possible. But the same concern
suggests that exploration, involving experimentation with new alternatives and
uncertain returns (March, 1991), as well as double loop learning taking place outside
established frameworks of working routines (Argyris and Schön, 1996), is less likely to
be an outcome. Under such circumstances it is less clear how trust works and how it
relates to predictability. The following sections turn to the case in order to address this
issue further.

Figure 1.
Trust as a consequence of
predictability
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Research method
The context for the study is an international construction project where the focal firm
Skanska experiences a new contractual arrangement. Skanska was founded in 1887
and engages in construction-related services and project development. The case builds
on previous work focusing on the interpretation of industry recipes, strategic change,
and organizational learning among construction companies (Östergren and Huemer,
1999; Huemer and Östergren, 2000). Senior managers and purchasing managers were
interviewed in three periods: 1996, 1998-1999, and 2003. The entire project builds on 25
interviews, lasting between one to two and half-hours.

In-depth interviews following a semi-structured approach were employed.
Unstructured or semi-structured interviews are preferred when the purpose of an
interview is to receive information from the informant’s point of view (Spender, 1989;
Kvale, 1996). The objective of a qualitative approach commonly is to mould something
in a way that makes alternative or new meanings visible. Qualitative work is
characterised by a focus on meanings and interpretations (Kirk and Miller, 1986). The
merits of an interpretative approach in a construction setting have been recorded
previously (e.g. Seymore and Rooke, 1995).

Redefining roles and relationships
The strategies employed by an organization are both guided and constrained by the
industry’s recipe, i.e. the rules, routines and procedures containing the logic of a
particular business (Spender, 1989). One way of looking at the developments
experienced by Skanska is to see the transformations as part of a changing industry
recipe. The actions taken by larger Swedish construction firms have traditionally been
guided strongly by their previous experiences. Some examples are the preference to act
according to local market requirements and risk-aversion (Östergren and Huemer,
1999). This type of experience accumulation is also the central learning process by
which operating routines have traditionally been thought to develop (Zollo and Winter,
2002). The case begins by presenting the traditional ways of dealing with and
distributing risks. It then turns to the transformation in question, i.e. acceptance of the
new contract, which resulted in new ways of perceiving and sharing risks.

Contracting on risk and reward
The culture of construction business is characterized by short-term financial
considerations, reflected in uncooperative, suspicious attitudes (Seymore and Rooke,
1995), and a focus on competitive tendering (Dubois and Gadde, 2000). Construction
projects are commonly treated strictly as economic coalitions focusing on formal
contracts. The formal contract assumes special significance due the cost, complexity,
novelty and uncertainty involved in many projects. Most standard forms of contracts
actively encourage non-collaborative behaviour, whereby actors develop their own
objectives, goals, and value system without considering the impact on others or on
project performance (Thompson et al., 1998). Standard contracts are tools to seek strict
liabilities and attach blame, and under traditional circumstances the parties are easily
led away from trust towards self-interest. (Love et al., 1999).

Construction projects often involve several actors experiencing different levels of
risk. A central issue thereby becomes how rights and responsibilities should be
allocated (Seymore and Rooke, 1995). According to the conventional industrial wisdom,

Activating trust

191



risks should preferably not be shared but divided between the actors. Parties involved
in construction work are used to work with a variety of different contractual
agreements. A common denominator is, however, that the recipe’s guidelines with
respect to risks are followed, i.e. the focus is upon separating risks. In one end of the
spectrum is the cost-plus contract. It builds on the idea that the client takes 100 per cent
of the risk, and 100 per cent of the reward. The contractor thereby gets an agreed fee
based on its costs. The client retains all cost savings resulting from efficiency or
work-scope simplification. From the contractor’s perspective, this contractual
arrangement commonly leads to reactive and inefficient behaviour, besides a general
lack of motivation. Alternatively, the parties employ a fixed-price contract. The basic
idea is that the contractor takes 100 per cent of the risk, and consequently 100 per cent
of the reward. The contractor’s internal efficiency is maximized, since it is obliged to
complete the work at a fixed price. All savings will be credited to the contractor.
However, under similar circumstances, the contract is usually governed by penalties
and the contractor is seen to take a protective stance that usually results in a “claims
mentality”. Simultaneously, the influence of the client in the construction process is
usually minimized.

Another implication of cost-plus and fixed-price contracts is that they create several
firm-specific contracts. Different parties on a construction site thereby tend to optimise
their own contract, often resulting in a sub-optimal way of organizing construction
activities. The contractual set-up, as perceived by the informants, helps to explain
some of the conflicts common in large international construction projects. Despite these
shortcomings, this has been the traditional way of working for Skanska, in accordance
with the recipe’s guidance to good business practice. However, as a response to the
problems just mentioned, the Project Alliance contractual form started over a decade
ago and has successfully been employed in the offshore industry. The approach is
usually adopted for large scale, complex projects, with a lot of different competencies
involved. The Project Alliance idea deviates from the traditional recipe in that the
attitude towards risk and risk sharing is different. The ambition is to make all parties
think and act as one unit, since risks and rewards are shared. Participating actors in a
Project Alliance could be a client, an engineer/consultant, and a number of contractors.
Representatives from each alliance member are integrated into a management team
which has responsibility for the operational performance of the Alliance. Decision
making authority is thereby shifted from the client and/or engineer representing the
client to the Project Alliance steering groups. Instead of sub-optimization of a number
of individual contracts, the Project Alliance’s structure facilitates the advancement of
the whole project. The basis of sharing risks and rewards is that problems and
opportunities among participants are integrated. A basic idea is to get the members to
feel that they are part of the same company and that disagreements are settled as if
done within their own company. Consequently, the Project Alliance concept facilitates
close relations.

The Jumbo Brewery project
The construction of the Jumbo Brewery in Kenya is an example of a Project Alliance
work site (Sandberg et al., 1998). There were five participating parties in the project; the
customer South-African Breweries, the engineer Brown & Root representing
South-African Breweries, and Skanska, being one of three main contractors.
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Skanska was responsible for civil engineering work, the other to contractors for
transportation/logistics and mechanical work. Briefly, an existing brewery in South
Africa was to be taken apart, transported and rebuilt in Kenya.

The contractual process in the Jumbo Brewery project started according to
conventional tendering where the participants were accepted upon individually
fixed-price contracts. The preferred bidders were however invited to South Africa,
where the Project Alliance idea was introduced by the representatives from Brown &
Root. The engineer had first convinced South-African Breweries that adopting the
Project Alliance concept could lead to significant improvements for the participating
parties, and were now about to address the preferred bidders. None of the actors
besides the engineer had any previous experience from working according to the
Project Alliance concept. However, Brown and Root and the client had initially
examined the contractors’ prices and the likelihood of them cooperating together
according to the new concept.

The Brown & Root representative had scheduled an entire week for presentation of
the alliance idea. A week is a lot of time, but changing working routines is a tricky
matter, as one of the contractors said. During the week a process began involving
careful explanation of the mechanisms involved in the alliance concept. The engineer
provided examples of how the concept had worked previously. The process involved
several additional steps, however. The parties experienced the risks involved
differently, which required a lot of communication, being humble and listening to other
parties’ perceptions of the situation. This process was also important since no
significant previous contacts between the contractors and no personal relationships
among the individuals existed. As one contractor stated, once trust had started to be
developed, they also started to review each other’s financial estimates of the project.
Trust was perceived as important, since they were evaluating to enter a project and to
take a common risk. They therefore felt that they wanted to understand the other
parties’ estimations, that they were reasonable, and that they have covered essential
matters. It was also very important, according to the interviewed informants, to get to
know the individuals participating there and then. During the week, all individuals
stayed together in a smaller place in the suburbs of Johannesburg, they enjoyed
breakfast together and spent the evenings in the pub. The social part was perceived as
important, and developing these relationships took several days.

At the end of the week the contractors were given an opportunity to participate
according to the Project Alliance approach. Turning down the new concept did not
equal removal from the project, but participation according to traditional tendering, in
this case in line with the fixed-price contract already signed. However, the contractors
had developed an interest in the Project Alliance approach, and a new complementary
alliance contract was signed.

Under conventional circumstances, Skanska would have an individual contract
with the client. If something would go wrong for another contractor complicating the
situation for Skanska, there would be a possibility to claim for these disturbances. This
possibility was now lost. The Project Alliance concept further implied that a mutual
project fund with risk money was created. The engineer had initially looked at each
contractor’s individual tender, in terms of cost, revenue, and added risk margins. Based
on this a common pool of money was created whereby individual firms could apply for
money as problems occurred. The idea is obviously to go from individual risk to
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project risk, with the client contributing to the common pool also. Skanska’s individual
risk was to make zero profit on the project.

Deviating from the known
The effects of changing the interpretation of the traditional recipe with respect to risk
sharing were significant at the construction site. The engineer, Brown & Root, could
initially remove 15 persons who, under “normal” circumstances, would have worked as
controllers on behalf of the client. The Project Alliance concept enforces and facilitates
internal control. It also became easier for the participating parties to adapt to changing
circumstances. An engineer was previously not very motivated to accept a change
suggested by a contractor. The risk of deviating from blueprints and already agreed
upon construction schedules was considered too large in relation to the advantages
that could be gained. However, if a contractor realizes that a different technology or
working method will improve the construction in some way (although possibly
complicating the work for some other party), the engineer has an incentive to accept the
suggestion as long as it benefits the project as a whole. Working in line with the Project
Alliance philosophy implies that everyone is affected by individual suggestions.
Changes, such as simplified working routines, are thereby more readily accepted.
Contrary to previous logic, alterations were noted directly on the drawings as the work
progressed in Kenya, after being approved by the engineer. Copies of the drawings
were thereafter sent to the architect in South Africa. To let go of some control this
procedure required courage from the local area manager within South-African
breweries. The change of operating routines further minimized production
disturbances. Resources were shared and combined which resulted in less need for
office space. The contacts between the contractors at the site were also described as
“exceptionally good”, although most individuals had no previous experience of each
other. The parties enjoyed working together more than ever. They shared
responsibility for hosting regular parties and socialized in a manner not previously
experienced. The frictions involved in traditional form of tendering had been removed.

It is possible to look at the changes as developments of both organizational and
individual identities. On the organizational level, the project alliance concept
transforms the emphasis from the well being of the individual firm to the well being of
the entire project. This implies a transformation of focus from the firm to the joint
product. The concept also facilitates a change of personal roles, e.g. with respect to
control. An example is the client’s representative at the Jumbo Brewery construction
site. The representative was a former officer from South Africa, a large weather-beaten
man described as being used to be in charge. His previous role, in line with the ruling
recipe, was to control and command the contractors. They were so to speak “the
enemy”, and it was the former officer’s job to make sure that they corrected their
mistakes throughout the construction process. In this particular situation, it took some
time for the representative in question to adjust to his new role. The client actually
volunteered to replace him, but the contractors accepted to wait and see for a while.
The former officer turned out to become excellent in his new role, a role that had shifted
from control to co-ordination and support of one team – a team he also was part of. The
Jumbo projects resulted in lower target price and faster completion than expected.
After completion of the project, Skanska has internally concluded that the new routines
and values present in the alliance concept explained the good result. Also the client,

IMR
21,2

194



South African Breweries, was satisfied over how well the project was executed and
wanted to replicate the procedures in two other projects using the same personnel.

Interpretations and implications
The contractual form applied had profound effects on the division of labour as well as
on the roles of the actors (cf. Love et al., 1999). The actor-resource-activity model
(A-R-A; see, for example, Håkansson and Snehota, 1995), and complementary insights
on dynamic capabilities, may help in giving a process understanding of trust.
Arguably, a dynamic view of trust’s development and use is important with respect to
predictability and the ways actors interact.

Industrial network scholars often employ the A-R-A model when studying various
network dimensions. The model suggests that resources, activities, and actors need to
be considered simultaneously at the level of the business network. In line with this
study’s approach, Rousseau et al. (1998) suggest that trust is a psychological condition
that can both cause or result from actions. From an industrial network perspective,
trust is something existing between actors, is itself a resource (in the form of a
psychological condition) that in various ways may impact on the activities performed.

The one-week seminar in South Africa embodies the resource constellations used
and the activities performed in order to reach the objective of the meeting in
Johannesburg: to gain acceptance for a new contractual form. Essential resources are
brought to the site by the Brown & Root engineer, including knowledge and experience
from other Project Alliance settings. Socialization among the actors represents a
particularly important type of activity in order to build trust. The trust that was built
enabled the participants take a step towards something that was unknown. As one
informant put it: “Trust increased during that week, maybe not to 100 per cent, but
enough to dare trying working differently”. For trust to be established, the parties had
to reach an understanding of the situation, learn about the others participating in the
alliance. This process involved, as stressed in prior research, a careful explanation of
the routines, rules, and procedures that were to govern the new approach. The
relationship learning that took place during the week in Johannesburg is similar to
Sabel’s (1993) studied trust, it is not a generalized trust but a trust linked to specific
others (cf. Granovetter, 1985) under certain circumstances.

The next question is what was made out of the trust that arguably was developed?
The question is informed by Penrose’s (1959) argument that resources have no intrinsic
value. It is the service rendered by a resource that is the primary concern. Building on
Penrose’s idea, the issue of mobilization is central and concerns whether a firm’s
current strategy effectively utilizes its resources. The notion of resource mobilization
involves a transformation process whereby resources are applied and combined into
activities with the aim of creating value (Haanæs, 1999).

The basic argument here is that trust was mobilized in such a way that it facilitated
an activity essential for the actual construction work to be carried out in Kenya: the
signing of the Project Alliance contract. By this act, the parties’ mutual trust took them
from routines, rules and procedures that they knew, to something much less
predictable. Predictability was further decreased since a Project Alliance organization
often has a fast track schedule that usually includes a design-while-build element. New
demands will arise that cannot be clearly defined at the start of the project. The
contract embodies the important resource accumulated by the first meetings in
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Johannesburg. In summary, the first meetings in South Africa involved building trust
from the present resources, and by performing activities that familiarized the parties
with each other. Trust was then used to accept new working constellations to be
employed in Kenya. Here, trust and predictability appear to be related in different
ways.

When moving to the construction site in Kenya, the actors possess a central
resource in the new contract. Explicitly stressed values in a Project Alliance are trust
and a “best for the project” attitude. In order to live up to the intents of the Alliance
idea, the actors must continue to mobilise trust in order to enable value-creating
activities on the construction site. The major difference between the previous ways of
working is that flexibility and adaptation are at the core of the new rules, routines, and
procedures.

It appears as if the effects of the Project Alliance approach can result in significant
gains. By organising and regarding one another differently, it becomes possible in the
construction business to jointly participate and shape product developments, to
brain-storm with one’s partner and maybe come up with solutions neither party would
have discovered on their own. New attitudes, according to the Project Alliance idea,
emerged at the Jumbo site. This promoted learning and affected the construction
activities. Specifically, the relational learning taking place in South Africa, and the
trust that was built, supported that the activities performed later included acceptance
of the new contract. Overall, the learning was more explorative than exploitative. In
South Africa the actors learned to trust-in Kenya they trusted to learn.

When working in accordance with the historical recipe on risks, there were fewer
incentives to co-ordinate the work on a construction site. Each party would have its
schedule, and the progress or problems of other parties would be of no concern. By
changing the interpretation of the recipe, or by redefining and getting a new
understanding of roles and relationships (cf. Norrman and Ramirez, 1993), the parties
increased communication, and adjusted their working schedules depending on the
needs and ideas of others. The way trust was used, mobilized or activated, was
essential for the services rendered from it, i.e. that the transformation of logic occurred.

Implications
According to Figure 1, predictability is essential for trust. Actors must follow routines
and accepted standards of behaviour, or trust will be negatively affected. It will be
more difficult to develop and maintain. This case verifies this line of reasoning in
several ways. When the actors first met in South Africa, trust and predictability went
hand in hand. They also went hand in hand when living up to the standards of the
Project Alliance concept in Kenya.

In South Africa trust was built by also enhancing predictability. This was in terms
of familiarization processes among the actors and improved understanding of the
Project Alliance concept. The mutual efforts by the engineer and client to estimate the
likelihood of successful cooperation also suggest a focus on probability calculations
and prediction. When the actors constructed the brewery in Kenya, it was essential that
the Project Alliance norms and values were followed. The concept depends on all
parties playing according to the rules of the game, and therefore helping to increase
predictability.
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Yet, a complementary view seems justified. By constructing a community of
common interest (Sabel, 1993) the parties also managed to mobilize trust and
engage in activities where they were more concerned with trusting than predicting.
The construction of such a community is in itself an exploratory achievement. The
acceptance of the new contract, and its impact on roles and relationships thereafter
implies a reduction in predictability, a reduction driven by trust that allowed for
new routines and behaviours. The two processes depicted in Figures 1 and 2 are
therefore not only complementary, but simultaneous.

Relationship development is a matter of joint action and it is always necessary
to mobilize others in the process (Håkansson and Ford, 2002). In so doing, a
trustee may choose to mobilize trust passively, i.e. by trying to increase
predictability by following existing standards. A passive use of trust develops
future resources and enables activities by following rules and complying with
expectations that are more or less predefined. An active use of trust, here regarded
as essential for the definition of an actor from a network perspective, involves a
trust that depends on less traditional and less rigid relationships in the economic
sphere (cf. Giddens, 1994, p. 187; Huemer, 1998). An active mobilization of trust
provides the possibility of deviating from what is regarded as “business as usual”
and embraces an acceptance of reduced predictability and uncertainties beyond
exploitative or single loop-like activities. It is the interaction in relationships and
the successive recombining of the activities that drives the development of
networks (Håkansson and Ford, 2002), and herein is an active employment of trust
– where actors are more concerned with trusting than predicting, suggested to be
pertinent. The actor focus is thereby transformed, from the trustor’s ability to
predict, to the trustee’s ability to activate trust in different ways.

The idea of an active trust is not incompatible with following norms of equity (Ring
and Van de Ven, 1992), or norms of obligation and cooperation (Bradach and Eccles,
1989). In this respect it is important to distinguish between predictability, consistency,
and rigidity. Predictability is relevant as long as the same personal values and
organisational aims will influence what a trustee says and does. It does not mean that
all situations, people and problems will be equally approached. That would be rigidity,
not consistency (Zaheer et al., 1998).

Figure 2.
Predictability as a

consequence of trust
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When understood as a consequence of predictability, trust seems to relate primarily to
operating routines of firms. Search routines (Nelson and Winter, 1982) are constitutive
of Zollo and Winter’s (2002) notion of dynamic capabilities. The authors suggests that
there is a need for mechanisms that go beyond semi-automatic stimulus-response
processes when focusing on learning processes that shape dynamic capabilities. Here,
the complementary view of trust plays a role. For instance, Eisenhardt and Martin
(2000) describe dynamic capabilities such as alliancing and decision-making, both
being processes affected by the way trust was activated in this case.

The complementary view of trust is arguably relevant also when considering
resource accumulation. The traditional focus among resource-based scholars is to
stress that resource heterogeneity brings Ricardian rents (Peteraf, 1993). Such rents
originate from the possession of superior resources, i.e. the returns earned by resources
over and above that required bringing it into production. This study suggests that the
resource trust must be mobilized to create rents, and that an active trusting may lead to
Schumpeterian rents, e.g. by gaining acceptance for innovations by combining new
resources or by combining resources in new ways.

Conclusion
In international business relationships the levels of uncertainty and ambiguity can be
expected to be relatively higher than in domestic affairs. Actors involved in
international marketing regularly face situations involving different cultures, new
technologies, geographically distributed teams and changing values. Under such
circumstances it becomes important to understand the routines that shape business
practices and to predict what goes on. Previous research has correctly emphasized that
trust depends on routines being followed. However, an international setting also
suggests that environmental predictability is more challenging, and that similarity
among actors from different cultures is less likely to exist. There are potentials in the
unexpected, unpredictable, and un-anticipatable, and too strong a need or focus on
prediction may reduce the ability to trust. In other words, these potentials become
unrealised.

This paper suggests that trust stretches a trustor’s acceptance of vulnerability in
different ways. Trust sometimes goes hand in hand with predictability with its level
and role being a consequence of prediction. A complementary view of trust is justified,
whereby an active use of trust reduces predictability to the extent that exploratory
activities are made possible. Activities that depend on a redefinition of roles and
relationships, and thereby help to drive network development, are primarily
explorative in nature. This means that they are, per definition, hard to predict,
anticipate, and interpret in terms of perceived probabilities. Hence, a crucial aspect of
an active use of trust is suggested to be that it is a mechanism that helps explaining the
origin of dynamic capabilities.

Future research needs to take account of the processes whereby trust is built,
mobilized, and redeveloped. Routines, standards, and the possibility of prediction
matters for trust. However, we need to know more about when to follow routines,
norms and values, and when not to, which ones matters for trust, and when, and how it
is possible to deviate from them by mobilizing trust actively.
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“The project alliance concept”, Skanska Management Program.

Seymore, D. and Rooke, J. (1995), “The culture of the industry and the culture of research”,
Construction Management and Economics, Vol. 13, pp. 511-23.

Solberg, C.A. and Nes, E.B. (2002), “Exporter trust, commitment and marketing control in
integrated and independent export channels”, International Business Review, Vol. 11 No. 4,
pp. 385-406.

Spender, J.C. (1989), Industry Recipes: An Inquiry into the Nature and Sources of Managerial
Judgment, Basil Blackwell, Oxford.

Thompson, I., Cox, A. and Anderson, L. (1998), “Contracting strategies for the project
environment”, European Journal of Purchasing & Supply Management, Vol. 4, pp. 31-41.

Young, L.C. (1992), “The role of trust in interorganizational relationships in marketing channels”,
doctoral thesis, University of New South Wales, Sydney.

Zaheer, A., McEvily, B. and Perrone, V. (1998), “Does trust matter? Exploring the effects of
interorganizational and interpersonal trust on performance”, Organization Science, Vol. 9
No. 2, pp. 141-59.

Zollo, M. andWinter, S.G. (2002), “Deliberate learning and the evolution of dynamic capabilities”,
Organization Science, Vol. 13 No. 3, pp. 339-51.

Activating trust

201


