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Increasing Affective Organizational
Commitment in Public Organizations
The Key Role of Interpersonal Trust

RONALD C. NYHAN
FLORIDA ATLANTIC UNIVERSITY

Affective organizational commitment has been equated to the public service motivation of pubhc employees It

is a valuable component of organizational effectiveness However, few management intervention strategies
exist that specifically address increasing affective commitment Often successful interventions are designed
around correlates of the intended attitudinal construct One hypothesized correlate of affective commitment
m organization behavior hterature is trust Trust can be differentiated as interpersonal trust (between the
employee and the manager) and systems trust (between the employee and the organization as a whole) This

differentiation is significant for the public manager because the relationship between affective commitment and
trust can prescnbe two different strategies for an intervention aimed at positively impacting affective commitment
For example, if affective commitment is linked to systems trust, an intervention based on a top-down strategy
would be the better choice This study tests the relationship of affective commitment and trust m over 600

employees m three different public orgamzations The study finds that interpersonal trust is the significantly
stronger correlate of affective commitment These findings suggest that intervention strategies that begin with
trust building from the bottom-up are likely to have a higher likelihood of increasing affective organizational
commitment than strategies reflecting a systems trust building objective

7le image of government as inefficient,
1 ineffective and in need of systemic

change is a popular one (Gore, 1993; Kanter
& Mirvis, 1989; Mitchell & Scott, 1987;
Osborne & Pasterik, 1997; Volcker Com-
mission, 1989; Wildavsky, 1988). Public

managers typically face highly complex prob-
lems with limited funding and elevated citi-
zen expectations. As a consequence, pub-
lic managers are involved in a constant ef
fort to identify strategies to motivate em-
ployees to mcrease their effectiveness and
to increase the productivity of their units.

Several notable public administration
scholars posited the view that building af
fective organizational commitment in pub-
lic organizations is key to meeting these chal-
lenges (Dobel, 1990; Golembiewski, 1985;
Nachmias, 1985). Perry&Wise (1990) sug-

gest that higher levels of affective commit-
ment increase public service motivation and

’ 

occasion greater organizational effective-
ness. Several empirical studies also support
the linkage between affective commitment
and managerial effectiveness (Locke, Feren,
McCaleb, Staw & Denny, 1980; Luthans,
McCaul & Dodd, 1985; Ouchi & Wilkins,
1985; Schein, 1970; Shore & Martin, 1989;
Steers, 1975). Romzek (1990) contends that
increased organizational commitment is
critical to the motivation and retention of

quality public sector employees. However,
despite its importance few management in-
tervention strategies exist that specifically
target affective commitment.

Golembiewski (1990) reports that or-
ganizational development interventions
need precisely tailored intervention strate-
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gies to ensure high success rates. This re-
search constitutes an effort to identify a
correlate to affective commitment for which

existing intervention strategies already ex-
ist. It is proposed that trust is the key cor-
relate to affective commitment. Further, this
research is aimed at differentiating trust
along two dimensions. This is the first study
to test the relationship of affective commit-
ment and a two-dimensional construct for

workplace trust. The results of the study
have important implications for tailoring
existing trust-building intervention strate-
gies to maximize their impact on affective
commitment. Today’s public manager needs
to understand more fully the interpersonal
dynamics of their organization to better
guide their actions in attempting to improve
not only results but the quality of the work-
place environment for all employees.

Affective Organizational Commitment
Defined
For an employee, the foundational concept
of workplace commitment is identified along
multiple foci, including commitment to
one’s work, career, job, union and organiza-
tion (Mueller, Wallace & Price, 1992). Or-
ganizational commitment can be further di-
vided into two principal dimensions: (1) af
fective and (2) calculative. This two-dimen-
sional viewpoint on organizational commit-
ment is shared by several researchers (Angle
& Lawson, 1993; Cohen & Kirchmeyer,
1995; Dunham, Grube & Castaneda, 1994;
Ferris & Aranya, 1983; Meyer, Paunonen,
Gellatly, Goffin & Jackson, 1989; Meyer,
Allen & Gellatly, 1990; McGee & Ford,
1987; Mowday, Porter & Steers, 1982).

The term affective commitment implies
a strong bond between an individual and the

employing organization based on:

1. A strong belief in and acceptance of the

organization’s goals and values,
2. A willingness to exert considerable effort
on behalf of the organization, and

3. A strong desire to maintain membership
in the organization (Porter, Steers,
Mowday & Boulian, 1974, p. 604).
Higher levels of affective commitment

are empirically linked to higher levels of job
performance (Mowday, Porter & Dubin,
1974; Steers, 1977; Van Maanen, 1975),
lower absenteeism (Koch & Steers, 1978;
Larson & Fukami, 1984; Mathieu & Kohler,
1990), lower turnover (Price & Mueller,
1981; Williams & Hazer, 1986); higher job
satisfaction (Kanungo, 1982; Mathieu & Farr,
1991); and greater job involvement (Blau,
1985; Brooke, Russell & Price, 1988).

The calculative dimension of organiza-
tional commitment is concerned mainly with
the process by which individuals develop a
sense of allegiance not to an organization but
rather to their own actions within the orga-
nizational setting (Halaby, 1986; Salancik,
1977; Wahn, 1998). According to Becker
(1960) calculative commitment reflects a
disposition to engage m consistent lines of
activity as a result of the accumulation of
&dquo;side bets&dquo; that would be lost if the activity
were discontinued. The term &dquo;side bet&dquo; re-
fers to anything of value the individual has
&dquo;invested&dquo; (e.g., time, effort, money, status)
that would be lost at some perceived cost to
the individual if he or she were to leave the

organization.
Calculative commitment is most often

associated with extrmsic rewards such as pay,
status, promotion and benefits. With respect
to affective commitment, however, Romzek
(1989) contends that in the public sector
affective commitment can be influenced

through a strategic use of intrinsic incen-
tives. This contention is critical in an era
of fiscal constraint for public managers
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whose ability to offer extrinsic incentives is
typically rather limited. The attention de-
voted to affective commitment in the pub-
lic sector reflects the fact that there is some

empirical evidence of the dommance of af
fective over calculative organizational com-
mitment in public organizations. Balfour
and Wechsler’s (1990) findings support the
argument of a positive correlation between

public employment and affective organiza-
tional commitment. Liou & Nyhan’s em-
pirical results support Romzek’s contention
that public employees are more likely to be
committed to their work based on their af
fective attachment to their public organiza-
tions than on the basis of calculative com-
mitment. Young, Worchel & Woehr (1998)
also found that extrinsic rewards are not
more important than intrinsic rewards in

influencing organizational commitment m
public orgamzations.

Trust Defined
In general, trust represents the level of con-
fidence that one individual has in another

person or entity to act in a fair, ethical and
predictable manner. Rotter (1971, p. 444)
defines trust as &dquo;expectancy held by an in-
dividual or group that the word, promise, or
written statement of another mdividual or

group can be relied upon.&dquo; 
II Carnevale &

Wechsler (1992, p. 473) find that trust &dquo;in-

volves faith or confidence in the intentions

or actions of a person or a group, the expec-
tation of ethical, fair, and non-threatenmg
behavior, and concerns for the rights of oth-
ers.&dquo; Culbert & McDonough (1986, p. 175)
contend that &dquo;trust pertains to whether or
not one individual is able to value what an-
other is up to and demonstrate respect for
him or her particularly when the individual’s
need and those of the person takmg the ac-
tion momentarily compete.&dquo; Matthai

(1989, p. 29) states that &dquo;Trust is defined

as the employees’ feelmgs of confidence that,
when faced with an uncertain or risky situ-
ation, the orgamzation’s words and behav-
iors are consistent, and are meant to be help-
ful.&dquo; &dquo;

Trust is also envisioned as multidimen-
sional in the literature. In all of the above
definitions there is a stated (or implied) di-
mensionality of trust; one dimension is that
of interpersonal trust (among employees and
between an employee and their boss) and
the other is that of systems trust (the em-
ployee and the orgamzation as a whole).
Luhmann (1979) was the first scholar to
articulate this dichotomy. &dquo;Trust occurs
within a framework of interaction which is
influenced by both personality and social
system, and cannot be exclusively associated
with either&dquo; (Luhmann, 1979, p. 6).
Luhmann (1979, p. 58) believes that systems
trust is latent and stands beyond the day-
to-day experiences that influence interper-
sonal trust. This dichotomization assumes
that an individual’s degree of trust (and
other psychological attachments) varies be-
tween their supervisor and the organization
as a whole. Employees carry images of the
organization based on the decisions and ac-
tions of the executive group. These &dquo;im-

ages&dquo; of the organization as an entity are
separate from those which are formed based
on the immediate contact the employee has
on a daily basis with his or her supervisor.
The supervisor-worker dyadic relationship
is well documented as a critical factor in af

fecting behaviors in organizations (Daley,
1991 ) . The supervisor controls the flow of
information m most organizations, and ac-
cess to information is a key mamfestation
of the level of trust in an organization (Creed
& Miles, 1996).
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Linkage Between Affective
Commitment and Trust
There is significant theoretical and empiri-
cal support for the existence of a linkage
between affective commitment and trust.
Blake & Mouton (1984) view trust as syn-
onymous with mutual respect and a key to
developing affective commitment. Pascale
&Athos (1981) and Kanter (1972) contend
that trust complements affective commit-
ment. Diffie-Couch (1984) concludes that
mistrust leads to decreased commitment,
&dquo;and an unquantifiable cost m untapped
potential.&dquo; The essentiality of the linkage
between affective commitment and trust
flows from the complexity of today’s orga-
nizational climate and the need for public
employees to be empowered to make deci-
sions on behalf of the organization.
Luhmann (1979) contends that trust allows
organizational members to reduce the com-
plexity of organizational life in productive
ways. Romzek (1985a, 1985b) believes that
high levels of affective commitment are as-
sociated with employees reacting to unex-
pected contingencies in a way that is in con-
sonance with organizational interests.

When employees lack confidence that
their decisions will be supported, it is often
the case that organizational entropy occurs.
Kanter & Mirvis (1989) argue that public
employees tend to be more cynical and mis-
trustful of their organizations (particularly
if they are seen to be &dquo;politicized) than em-
ployees in the private sector, and that loss
of trust by public employees creates the need
for more &dquo;red-tape&dquo; and leads to a loss m
organizational effectiveness. Culbert &

McDonough (1986) observe that &dquo;When an
individual perceives that an organizational
system is not trustworthy-that the system
will not recognize and reward contributions
the individual seeks to make-the individual
seeks to reduce his or her vulnerability by

emphasizing only those performance areas
that can be objectively tabulated and de-
fended&dquo; (p.179) .

Most importantly, the lmkage between
trust and affective commitment should vary
if Luhmann’s hypothesis of the dichotomi-
zation of trust is true. There is a logical as-
sumption that both systems trust and affec-
tive commitment have the same focus, that
is, the organization as a whole. However,
anecdotal evidence collected during inter-
views with employees in this study suggested
that the relationship with the supervisor was
the key to understanding the employee’s
connection to the organization’s goals and
their willingness to exert their best effort and
to remain within the agencies.

If an individual’s degree of trust differs
between themselves and their supervisor and
between themselves and the organization as
a whole, it is important to identify which
relationship leads to the stronger attach-
ment. If affective commitment is more

strongly linked to systems trust, an interven-
tion based on a top-down strategy would be
the better choice than a bottom-up strategy
focused on the interpersonal relationships
between the supervisor and the employee.
Consequently, a research design was devel-
oped to test the relationship between affec-
tive commitment and trust in the supervi-
sor and trust m the organization as a whole.

STUDY RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The Study Design
As a part of a series of organizational devel-
opment assignments, survey instruments
were used to assess the relationship of af
fective commitment and trust in three pub-
lic sector organizations. To assess the level
of organizational commitment, the Meyer
& Allen (1984) Affective Commitment
Scale was used. The Meyer & Allen scale is
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an 8-item index that shows strong construct

vahdity with the Porter, Steers, Mowday &

Boulian (1974) Organizational Commit-
ment Questionnaire (.78 and .86) in the
Meyer & Allen 1984 and 1990 studies. Or-

ganizational trust was assessed using the Or-
ganizational Trust Inventory (OTI) (Nyhan
& Marlowe, 1997). It was designed specifi-
cally to reflect the dichotomy of systems and
interpersonal trust specified in Luhmann’s
theory. An 8-item scale was used with four
questions measuring trust in supervisor and
four questions measuring trust in the orga-
nization as-a-whole. Both scales use a 7-

point Likert format.

Subjects
Study Group I included 327 employees of
an engineering division in a county govern-
ment organization. Sixty-seven percent of
the subjects were male. Fourteen percent
were supervisors, 34% were professionals,
and 52% were clerical and trades person-
nel. Twenty percent had less than 3 years
experience, 58% had 3-10 years experience,
and 22% had more than 10 years experience.

Study Group 2 consisted of a 182 em-
ployees of a middle sized city government.
Sixty-nine percent were male. Sixteen per-
cent were supervisors, 32% were profession-
als, and 52% were trades or clerical person-
nel. Twelve percent had less than three years
of experience, 58% had between three and
ten years, and 30% had more than ten years
of experience.

Study Group 3 consisted of 100 employ-
ees from a community services organization.
Twenty were male. Fourteen percent were

supervisors, 61% were professionals, 25%
were clerical and trades personnel. Sixteen
percent had less than three years of experi-
ence, 77% had between three and ten years,
and 7% had more than ten years of experi-
ence.

The detailed descriptive statistics for
the study are shown in Table 1. Each scale
produced high Cronbach alphas ranging
from .826 (affective commitment) to .876
(systems trust). The strength of these alpha
values provides evidence of the internal
homogeneity of the scale items. The indi-
vidual study groups show variation in the
mean values for each of the three compo-
nents, but consistently report higher levels
of supervisory trust compared to systems
trust.

Findings
In order to explore the relationship between
affective organizational commitment and
the two components of trust, a correlation

analysis was used. As shown in Table 2, both
interpersonal trust (.433) and systems trust
(.340) are statistically significant correlates
of affective commitment. However, both
trust components are highly intercorrelated
(.689). Partial correlation analysis was used
to control for the influence of each dimen-

sion of trust. Table 3 shows that supervi-
sory trust is the only statistically significant
correlate (.3085) of affective commitment
after controlling for systems trust. Systems
trust is not statistically significant (.057)
after controlling for supervisory trust.

The potential effect of other organiza-
tional variables on affective commitment

was tested using regression analysis. The
results are shown in Table 4. The model
has a high R value (.526) with only two sta-
tistically significant variables-supervisory
trust (t = 8.5) and organization (t = 7.63).

The significance of organization is sug-
gested by the variance in the mean values
of affective commitment by organization in
Table 1. To further investigate the differ-
ences a one-way ANOVA examination was

undertaken. The results are shown in Table

5. Each organization’s reported affective
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commitment levels were significantly differ-
ent from each other as shown m the post
hoc analysis. To attempt to explain these
differences each of the organizations were

regressed separately including the demo-
graphic variables from Table 4. The results
observed indicated that only supervisory
trust was found to be statistically significant

by organization. These results reinforce the
conclusion that, based on the data collected
in the three public sector organizations for
this study, supervisory trust is a better indi-
cator of affective commitment than is sys-
tems trust, even after controlling for the ef
fects of organization, job classification, gen-
der or tenure.
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STRATEGIES FOR INCREASING

INTERPERSONAL TRUST

If interpersonal trust is a key to increasing
affective commitment in public organiza-
tions, managers need to develop practices
that increase mterpersonal trust among
workers and between workers and supervi-
sors. Three related practices that are inte-

gral to successful trust building interventions
in public organizations are: (a) participation
in decision makmg, (b) employee empower-
ment, and (c) feedback from and to employ-
ees.

Several authors contend that partici-
pation is a necessary antecedent to trust

buildmg (Miles & Richie, 1984; Rosen &

Jerdee, 1977; Savery, 1989; Steel & Lloyd,
1988). Participation m decision making re-
quires willingness by supervisors to involve
employees in decision-making and a percep-
tion by employees that their involvement is
meaningful. Argyris (1964) contends that
workers will demonstrate adult behaviors

only when supervisors involve them m the
decision making processes. Sashkin (1984)
finds that &dquo;The evidence of 50 years of ac-
tion research clearly, consistently and
strongly demonstrates the effectiveness of
participative management... Participative
management has positive effects on perfor-
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mance, productivity, and employee satisfac,
tion because it fulfills the three basic hu-
man needs: increased autonomy, increased

meaningfulness and decreased isolation&dquo;

(Sashkin, 1984, p.7,11). Participation is
also linked to increased affective organiza-
tional commitment (DeCotiis & Summers,
1987; Castrogiovanni & Macy, 1990), es-
pecially when combined with supervisory
supportmeness (Cotton, Vollrath, Foggatt,
Longnick-Hall & Jennings, 1988; Larson,
1989, Niehoff, Enz & Grover, 1990). Along
these same limes, Nachmias (1985, p. 137)
contends the following: &dquo;In the context of

public bureaucracies, a sense of efficacy is
dependent on one’s participatory experi-
ences in the organization. Success in one’s

attempts to mfluence changes m the orga-
nization increases one’s trust m the organi-
zation.&dquo; &dquo;

Empowerment is also viewed as a sig-
nificant prerequisite to developing trust m
orgamzations (Barnes, 1981; Culbert &

McDonough, 1986; Navran, 1992). Em-

powerment means creatmg an environment
in which employees take more responsibil-
ity and have more authority for accomphsh-
ment of their work tasks. Empowerment
also implies that employees can operate m a
nonthreatemng environment. Sitkin &

Pablo (1992) find that a nonthreatening
environment allows decision makers (and
workers) to pursue more innovative strate-
gies. Block contends that employee empow-
erment is causally linked to organizational
effectiveness (Block, 1988). Empowerment
often results in employees taking &dquo;owner-
ship&dquo; of their work. To establish ownership,
organizations must trust in the abilities of
their workers, thereby sendmg a clear sig-
nal to them that the organization values
their contributions. Eisenberger, Fasolo &

Davis-LaMastro, (1990) find that employ-
ees are more likely to be committed to their

organization, and have lower absenteeism,
when they perceive that the orgamzation
values their contributions. Bowen & Lawler

(1992, p. 35) find that &dquo;empowerment is a
part of the still evolving ’commitment’ or
’involvement’ model.&dquo; This new model em-

phasizes the need for information on per-
formance (feedback) and the &dquo;power to
make decisions and to mfluence work pro-
cedures&dquo; (Bowen & Lawler, 1992, p.36).
They contend that the &dquo;commitment&dquo; model
represents the antithesis of the control (bu-
reaucratic) model and that service-related
mdustries need to empower employees in or-
der to improve relations with customers.
Odom, Boxx & Dunn (1990) report that
supportive and mnovative cultures m pub-
lic bureaucracies lead to higher levels of or-
ganizational commitment. Eubanks ( 1991 )
found that employee empowerment and
trust were critical to changing the organiza-
tional culture and improvmg health care

delivery at a medical center.
Feedback is viewed as one of the most

significant dimensions m overall group ef
fectiveness (Nadler, 1979; Pritchard,
Jones, Roth, Stuebing & Ekeberg, 1988).
Inherent in the concept is a two-way ex-

change of information to and from the su-
pervisor and worker. In particular, under
TQM the emphasis on continuous improve-
ment requires continuous feedback on per-
formance. Nadler, Cammann & Mirvis

(1980) find that feedback positively impacts
performance as an error correction device
and helps to identify problems. Feedback is
also seen as bi-directional, with subordmate
feedback being an important dimension of
organizational effectiveness (Rosebush &

Tallarigo, 1991). Larson (1989) notes that
feedback from employees improved overall
performance in the federal agencies that he
studied. Norgradi & Koch (1981) find a
lmkage between feedback and organizational
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commitment in public sector organizations
by establishing &dquo;joint ownership&dquo; of decisions
and actions. Finally, Witt & Hellman (1992)
conclude that higher levels of feedback and
participation have significant positive im-
pacts on supervisor-worker relations and
organizational effectiveness.

CONCLUSION

This study indicates that supervisory trust
is a key correlate of affective commitment.
Further, the study suggests that if affective
commitment is strongly linked to supervi-
sory trust, an organizational development
intervention strategy intended to increase
affective commitment should be based on a

bottom-up approach focusing on building
stronger bonds of trust between supervisors
and employees. Finally, the study provides
three management practices that are inte-

gral to successful trust building interventions
m public organizations. These include par-
ticipation in decision making, employee

empowerment, and feedback from and to

employees.
The study was designed to further the

research on the interrelationships between
affective organizational commitment and
trust m the public sector. The author’s in-
tention in this study is not to generalize find-
ings to the entire public sector. Confidence
in the findings is limited by the mdividual
interpretations of the questions on the sur-

vey and the attitudes of employees at the
time of their participation. Further, field
(action) research has inherent deficiencies
since the researcher is not able to manipu-
late the variables or differentiate between
control and treatment groups. The re-

searcher cannot fully account for organiza,
tional dynamics, or control what individu-
als choose to read into survey questions dur-

ing the &dquo;snap shot&dquo; in time which the sur-

vey data captured.
This study does suggest the need for

more research to expand our understand-
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ing of the dynamics of trust among peers and
between employees and their organizations
as a whole. Cook and Wall (1980) found
that trust is differentiated between peers and

management. The results reported here
support Luhmann’s (1979) hypothesis that
attitudes of trust vary within organizations
depending on structural relationships. Fur-
ther, there is growing cultural diversity in
public organizations that needs further ex-
ploration with regard to trust (Chan, 1997).
Mayer, Davis & Shoormann (1995, p. 710)
point out that &dquo;A diverse workforce is less
able to rely on interpersonal similarity and
common background and experience to con-
tribute to mutual attraction and enhance

willingness to work together.&dquo; More re-

search is needed that addresses diversity and
the dynamics of cross-gender and cross-ra-
cial dyads (Jeanquart-Barone,1993). Finally,
downsiz-ing is a reality in many public orga-
nizations. Trust was recently theorized as a
critical mediating variable in successful
downsizing efforts in organizations (Mone,
1997), but empirical studies need to be de-
signed to test those hypotheses.

Better understanding of affective com-
mitment and interpersonal trust are key el-
ements in building successful organizations
by public managers. Managers must be will-
ing to build on their investments in the

people in their organizations. Participation
in decision making, empowerment and feed-
back from and to employees are important
strategies to positively impact affective com-
mitment and interpersonal trust in public
organizations.
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