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This case study discusses an inner group 
conflict related to distrust between law 
enforcement Analysts and their new 
supervisor in a federal law enforcement 
agency and suggests an action plan with 
specific interventions to address the conflict.  
The article is meant as a case study by which 

readers can learn from the practical 
application of theory and a review of the 
literature to overcome a real-world inner 
group conflict.  Analysis of this real-world 
conflict also serves as an example of the 
importance of research and application to the 
workplace, since the paper reveals factors and 
solutions that were not previously considered 
by the management team during the actual 
conflict. The author’s Christian worldview is 
also interwoven throughout the study, and it is 
hoped that readers who have a Christian 
worldview will find this case study 
particularly beneficial, since the author’s 
motivations, lens, and viewpoints may align 
with Christian readers. The author argues that 
several factors combined to build and 
reinforce distrust between Analysts and their 
new supervisor.  The distrust manifested in 
several ways, with communication issues 
being most apparent.   

The study begins with a conflict 
description section, which covers the conflict.  
The study then transitions to provide 
background information including the mission 
and history of the unit as well as employee 
and supervisor characteristics. The conflict 
description section concludes with some 
examples of manifestation and efforts taken to 
resolve the conflict. The next major section is 
a literature review. The literature review 
provides a theoretical foundation wherein two 
theories aid in framing the scenario. Next, the 
relevant literature on employee distrust is 
reviewed. Communication literature is 
discussed, followed by recent literature on the 
impact of various leadership styles upon the 
employee to supervisor relationships. Overall, 
the review resulted in several findings that are 
later applied within the action plan. The final 
major section includes an action plan, which 
begins by applying the two relevant theories.  
Next, the need for an alternative resolution is 
discussed and justified. Finally, the suggested 
intervention plan is discussed, including steps 
to achieve four primary objectives and the 
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expected implications on the employees and 
the supervisor.  
 
Conflict Description 

The conflict stems from distrust 
between the employees and the new 
supervisor over the unit.  Such distrust has 
proven problematic for mission 
accomplishment within organizations (Kujala, 
Lehtimaki, & Pucetaite, 2016).  The group is 
referred to as ‘the Hotline,’ and it consists of 
four law enforcement Analysts and one 
supervisor.  During the new supervisor’s first 
week, one of the three employees submitted 
an informal complaint directly to the agency 
director complaining of a hostile work 
environment created by the new supervisor.  
However, all levels of management expressed 
confusion at the complaint because the 
supervisor had only held one conversation 
with the employee, which was a simple 
introduction and rapport-building attempt.  
Additionally, another employee within the 
group has begun discussing the potential of 
her filing a complaint.  Gossip often occurs 
within the group and has spread outside the 
group.  Additionally, a poor performing 
employee from outside the workgroup has 
begun influencing group members and 
aligning the employees against the supervisor.  
Essentially, the workgroup has decided to not 
cooperate with the supervisor or trust his 
intentions, and they have established a 
narrative against the new supervisor within his 
first week.  
 
Potential Benefits of Conflict Resolution 
Intervention 

The increased trust will reduce 
miscommunications between members of the 
group and the new supervisor.  One might also 
assert that increased trust and working 
relationships will enhance efficiency through 
reduced staff complaints.  Finally, the conflict 
resolution will likely help the group gain an 
increased score on the group quarterly 

performance measure requirements, thereby 
increasing the agency’s overall performance.  
Christians within the group will also be more 
likely to please God with their efforts to get 
along and work well together. John 13:34 
states “A new commandment I give unto you, 
That ye love one another; as I have loved you, 
that ye also love one another” (KJV).  The 
background information provided below will 
offer some context on the situation. 

 
 

Background Mission of the Group   
The group is responsible for reviewing 

and disseminating complaints from the public 
as well as any investigative referrals from 
outside agencies.  More than 10,000 
complaints of fraud, mismanagement, or other 
crimes are received by the staff each year.  
Additionally, the staff conducts thousands of 
other requests for analytical assistance.   The 
group also receives hundreds of Freedom of 
Information Act Requests from the public, 
requesting copies of government records 
related to the work of the group.  The 
supervisor receives the incoming request, 
complaint, or referral, or action item, and 
assigns the item to the appropriate Analyst.  
The group also maintains a group email and 
public-facing complaint site, where people can 
submit requests or complaints directly to the 
group.  The supervisor assigns one or more 
Analysts to monitor the group email and other 
daily assignments.   
 
History 

The group is overtasked based on the 
technology and work processes in place.  
Although the group is not significantly 
understaffed compared to similar units in 
other agencies, the work processes are so 
antiquated and often redundant, that basic 
tasks take excessive amounts of time to 
complete.  This overtasking has resulted in a 
backlog of action items, and the supervisor is 
actively working toward new processes to 
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resolve the backlog.  However, the constant 
backlog has been in place for years, and 
Analysts have no hope of overcoming the 
backlog.  The ever-present backlog has de-
motivated employees as well.   

The Analysts are accustomed to having 
law enforcement officers as supervisors, 
despite the law enforcement officers’ not 
having Analyst experience.  This creates a rift 
since the Analysts believe an Analyst should 
be promoted into the supervisor position.  
Senior management has historically promoted 
a law enforcement officer into the position 
because the position also entails other duties 
that only a law enforcement officer is 
permitted to do.  Past supervisors have been 
overtasked and lacked Hotline knowledge.  
They have also overtasked one senior Analyst 
to handle the more complex Hotline tasks.  As 
a result, the senior Analyst distrusts 
management at all levels because she is 
accustomed to being trusted to do complex 
work, and often has knowledge that the 
supervisor does not have.  The Analysts 
believe the senior Analyst should be 
promoted, and continued promotions of law 
enforcement personnel instead of Analysts 
have added to the distrust.   

Overall, the employees have expressed 
frustration because they are in a thankless 
position with an ever-present work backlog.  
Additionally, their specialized knowledge 
paired with lack of understanding from senior 
management and prior direct supervisors has 
galvanized the group into an ‘us versus them’ 
mentality, and the senior Analyst is seen as the 
clear internal group leader. None of the 
Hotline staff members have law enforcement 
experience, which seems to add to the 
differing communication styles.  Prior 
supervisors and non-Hotline coworkers have 
indicated that communication differences 
occur between the Hotline staff and law 
enforcement personnel because a direct 
communication style is often exhibited by law 
enforcement. Prior managers have stated that 

they were required to ‘baby’ the Hotline staff 
because they were resistant to any direct 
communication attempts.   
 
Line Employees   

All of the Hotline employees perform 
at the expected level or above the expected 
level.  They take pride in accomplishing their 
jobs, and they are all knowledgeable of their 
duties.  All Hotline employees are over the 
age of 40, and minority females.  Ignorance of 
Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) laws 
has perpetuated the perception that the 
aforementioned protected classes give 
employees more leverage with which to file an 
EEO complaint.  Essentially, employees have 
expressed a belief that the more protected 
classes a person can claim, the more likely he 
or she is to be successful in an EEO 
complaint.  As a result, the perception is that 
the employee has increased leverage in the 
EEO process because the complainant would 
be a minority female who is over 40 years old 
versus a non-minority male who is under 40 
years old.  Additionally, lack of effective 
grievance options within the agency has 
resulted in employees’ overreliance upon EEO 
as the only remedy for any complaint they 
might have, regardless of suitability for the 
EEO process. The agency also has a history of 
showing flexibility when employees file 
complaints.  As a result, the employees have 
learned strategies by which to most effectively 
prepare for and file an EEO complaint, even 
when no discrimination is occurring.    

Each Analyst has a unique personality, 
which impacts the way the Analysts expect to 
be treated. One Analyst expects to be 
contacted regularly and given consistent 
feedback. Failure to do so results in the 
employee believing that the supervisor ‘does 
not like’ her. Another Analyst wants to be left 
alone, and she views increased contact from 
the supervisor as a sign that the supervisor 
does not trust her. All of the Analysts are also 
in communications with a poor performing 
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non-Hotline employee who also works for the 
supervisor in a different unit.  The non-
Hotline employee has an active EEO 
complaint against the supervisor and has filed 
complaints on every male supervisor she has 
ever had.  The non-Hotline employee is in 
communications with the Hotline Analysts 
and increasing their distrust of the new 
supervisor by relaying exaggerated and one-
sided perspectives on negative interactions 
with the new supervisor.   

 
Supervisor  

The aforementioned individual 
expectations of each employee create 
difficulties for the supervisor relative to 
treating employees consistently.  The 
supervisor would default to applying what he 
knows of each employee’s personality to 
foster an effective working relationship with 
each employee.  However, the supervisor’s 
ongoing EEO complaint with the non-Hotline 
employee requires him to focus on 
consistency among employees to avoid 
allegations that he is treating one employee 
differently from another based on a protected 
class.    

The supervisor has added to the 
distrust by his direct communication style.  He 
has sent several emails when he should have 
had conversations.  The conversation would 
have allowed employees to read the 
supervisor’s non-verbal communications 
instead of fully relying upon the supervisor’s 
direct writing style.  He also failed to adjust 
for the distrust in the group and communicated 
in a manner that one might communicate with 
a trusted coworker.  He was also overly 
aggressive in holding the poor performing 
non-Hotline staff member accountable for her 
performance and conduct.  These factors have 
combined to create an image of the supervisor 
as a dictatorial manager who is more 
concerned with holding people accountable 
than helping employees perform.   
 

Other Factors 
The supervisor’s management training 

taught him that he is task-oriented, which 
predisposes him to prioritize task completion 
over interacting with people. This helps him 
complete his job since he is responsible for 
thousands of items per week.  However, this 
lack of relationship orientation has also caused 
issues with the Hotline staff.  The Hotline staff 
members are known to expect others to adjust 
to their personality and communication style.  
This expectation was perpetuated by previous 
supervisors defaulting to an accommodating 
style of management to minimize conflict 
(Raines, 2020).  As a result, the supervisor is 
becoming frustrated and resentful that he is 
adjusting his personality and communication 
to meet the staff where they are, instead of the 
staff and supervisor attempting to adjust to 
one another equally.  The supervisor is also 
frustrated because he believes he is facing 10 
years’ worth of poor management decisions, 
permissiveness, and accommodation from 
prior supervisors, which has shaped Analyst 
expectations of supervisors and allowed 
employee expectations to become unrealistic.  
Christians might also argue that the supervisor 
would benefit from the understanding that this 
challenge is part of what God has planned for 
him and may be a growth opportunity 
provided by God.  However, that 
understanding cannot occur without trust in 
God’s plan.  Indeed, Joshua 1:9 states “Have I 
not commanded you? Be strong and 
courageous. Do not be afraid; do not be 
discouraged, for the LORD your God will be 
with you wherever you go” (ESV). 
 
Examples of Manifestation: 
 
Escalation and de-escalation  

Escalation can be paired with negative 
interactions with the poor performing non-
Hotline employee.  When the supervisor 
counsels her, she communicates her dislike for 
the supervisor to the Hotline staff.  Despite the 
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supervisor never counseling any Hotline 
Analyst, the staff increases distrust for the 
supervisor subsequent to the non-Hotline 
employee’s communications.  The issues de-
escalate when the supervisor praises the staff 
or acknowledges their accomplishments, 
particularly in public.  The conflict then de-
escalates for a short time.  However, despite 
the escalation and de-escalation cycle, two of 
the four Hotline Analysts maintain watchful 
distrust of the supervisor. 
 
Interpersonal Facets 

 The primary example of the 
manifestation of the distrust comes in the form 
of seemingly constant miscommunications 
between the staff and supervisor.  The 
supervisor told an Analyst that he would be 
teleworking the following day, but that he 
would be in the office for a short time to drop 
off boxes into his office.  The Analyst 
interpreted the message as a warning against 
her neglecting her duties because the 
supervisor would be checking in on her.  
Later, when the supervisor capitalized an 
acronym in an email, he did so in an effort to 
avoid grammar errors.  However, the Hotline 
staff interpreted the capitalized acronym as the 
supervisor ‘yelling’ at them.  Additionally, 
during the previously mentioned informal 
complaint against the supervisor during the 
first week, senior management reviewed the 
supervisor’s email that was provided as 
evidence of the hostile working environment, 
and none of the senior managers could 
determine what language was being 
interpreted as hostile or aggressive.  Overall, 
Analysts were interpreting supervisor 
communications in the least trusting manner 
possible.  Interpersonal differences and 
distrust were creating a significant barrier to 
communication, and the barrier was creating 
additional work for various levels of 
management.   
 
 

Social Facets 
 The supervisor’s failure to proactively 

communicate with employees, particularly 
related to what seems like constant 
organizational change, has created a vacuum 
of information.  Thus, the more vocal 
employees are filling the silence with their 
own narratives.  As a result, the more vocal 
and negative employees have become the de 
facto source of information, whether correct or 
incorrect, related to the Hotline.  In addition, 
the poor performing non-Hotline employee is 
intentionally aggravating the Hotline staff by 
providing false information to align the 
employees against the supervisor. 
 
Psychological Facets 

The distrust is also due in part to the 
Hotline staff’s past experience with agency 
management.  The staff has communicated 
several examples of times where they were 
asked for feedback regarding decisions that 
affected them, only to have the feedback 
ignored.  They have also communicated 
several major changes to their work process, 
where management failed to ask for their 
input.  Past supervisors and the new 
supervisor have made efforts to resolve the 
distrust.   
 
Previous Efforts toward Resolution   

The former supervisors attempted to 
use an accommodating management style, but 
that resulted in continued expectations among 
the Analysts that supervisors should adjust to 
the employees.  The new supervisor attempted 
to build trust using a few steps.  He held a 
meeting with the Analysts to openly discuss 
their interpretation of the problems.  He 
provided feedback, being careful to listen for 
additional details.  The meeting concluded 
with employees stating that they have not 
given the supervisor an opportunity to prove 
himself, and they immediately lacked trust.  
The supervisor stated that he would work to 
soften his communication and seek feedback 
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regarding employee interpretation of 
supervisor communication.  The supervisor 
also bought quarterly lunches for the staff 
when they exceeded their performance 
measure requirements.  In addition, he worked 
to soften communications, and give credit to 
employees in public, since the senior Analyst 
was accustomed to supervisors taking credit 
for what she viewed as her work.  The 
supervisor also defended employees to senior 
management and provided employees copies 
of emails wherein the supervisor lobbied on 
behalf of employee concerns.  Within 
approximately six months, the supervisor had 
gained a cautiously trustful attitude from two 
of the four Analysts.  Although the 
supervisor’s progress is admirable, a literature 
review is provided below in an attempt to 
reveal additional information that might be 
useful beyond the supervisor’s efforts thus far. 
 
Literature Review and Conceptualization 
Uncertainty Management Theory 

Yang, Lin, Fang, and Huang, (2019) 
discussed Uncertainty Management Theory 
(UMT).  UMT is designed to explain how 
people respond to uncertainty in their 
environment.  Under UMT, it is argued that 
fear affects the individual’s cognition, in turn 
affecting behavior.  UMT also assigns a high 
level of importance to the perception of 
fairness by the individual employee.  
Environmental uncertainty is mitigated by a 
sense of workplace fairness.  Employees are 
thought to be less affected by uncertainty if 
they can rely upon the relative certainty of 
workplace fairness, which essentially sets 
parameters for how many bad things can 
happen to the employee.  UMT also posits that 
unfairness results in high levels of reactivity 
by the worker in the uncertain environment, 
and unfair messaging by organizational 
management is particularly distressing for 
employees in this environment. 

 
 

Social Exchange Theory 
Porter (2018) discussed Social 

Exchange Theory (SET).  SET is intended to 
explain how people develop relationships with 
one another through repeated interactions, 
which generate obligations to one another.  
SET is characterized by (1) rules of exchange, 
(2) resources exchanged, and (3) exchange 
relationships.  Rules of exchange include 
negotiated rules, such as quid pro quo or a 
purchase transaction, and reciprocity rules 
wherein one person feels an undefined 
obligation to the other as a result of a 
previously shared resource by the first person.  
An example of reciprocity might be a 
neighbor who is eager to help another 
neighbor with yard work, because of an earlier 
instance when the second neighbor showed 
the first neighbor how to change the oil in his 
vehicle.  Resources exchanged under SET 
could be anything from knowledge to 
mentorship on a topic to physical or financial 
assistance.  Exchange relationships are a form 
of reciprocity wherein an ongoing series of 
exchanges occur between two people. 
Economic exchange relationships are simple 
business transactions.  Social exchange 
relationships are less defined and are more 
likely to occur in a work setting.   
 
Employee Distrust 

Employee distrust has proven 
problematic for mission accomplishment 
within organizations (Kujala, Lehtimaki, & 
Pucetaite, 2016).  Trust has also been found to 
be essential to working relationships since 
employees depend upon one another for help 
in their attempts to navigate uncertainty in the 
organization (Lanaj, Kim, Koopman, & Matta, 
2018). Quader (2011) studied the U.S. 
Presidential candidacy race between Barrack 
Obama and Hillary Clinton to evaluate trust.  
He found no significant cultural or gender 
differences between evaluations of the 
candidates.  However, he found a high 
association between the perception of trust 
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and the likelihood of voting for a particular 
candidate. These findings reinforce the 
importance of trust over other factors, 
including skill level in selecting a leader. 

Elsbach, Stigliani, and Stroud (2012) 
studied distrust at Hewlett Packard for more 
than 10 years.  They determined that building 
trust was unlikely while active distrust exists 
among employees.  Their findings indicate 
that managers must take deliberate steps to 
overcome the distrust before attempting to go 
beyond that and build trust.  Their findings 
indicated a trust continuum with distrust on 
the left, neither trusting or distrustful in the 
middle and trusting on the right.  They also 
determined that distrustful employees perceive 
organizational communications as 
disrespectful, and they perceived management 
as dissatisfied with employee performance.  
Finally, employees perceived the treatment of 
employees as unfair.  These perceptions often 
stemmed from management reneging on 
promises, enforcing unfair practices, and 
dismantling organizational traditions.  
Managers were also perceived to use labels 
and disparaging language.   

Coleman Gallagher, Meurs, and Harris 
(2016) used uncertainty management theory as 
a foundation for their exploration of the role 
of political skill during employee distrust of 
management.  The authors conducted multiple 
regressions of survey results from sales 
representatives.  They found that as distrust 
increased, employee commitment decreased, 
and was pronounced for employees with low 
levels of political skill.  Employees with high 
levels of political skill were found to enjoy 
their jobs even during times of increased 
distrust of management.  Employees with high 
political skill were also more likely to 
perceive increased job mobility when distrust 
of management was present.  These findings 
could be viewed as intuitive, since employees 
with political savvy may seem to navigate 
organizational challenges and personalities 
with relative calm and ease.   

Lanaj et al. (2018) applied a unique 
perspective by focusing research upon the 
mistrusted person as opposed to a majority of 
research, which focuses on the impact of 
mistrust on the person whose trust was 
violated.  Conservation of Resources theory 
posits that the person being mistrusted will 
experience negative implications both at work 
and at home from the mistrust.  Qualitative 
research was conducted, revealing that the 
mistrusted person experienced emotional 
exhaustion, which led to withdrawal from 
coworkers and conflict with significant others.  
Increased perception of mistrust was also 
paired with increased negative outcomes 
experienced by the mistrusted employee.   

Saunders, Dietz, & Thornhill (2014) 
tested whether trust and distrust could co-exist 
in the mind of the same employee.  Saunders 
et al. (2014) used a mixed-method design 
wherein more than 50 participants were 
interviewed.  They found that participants 
indicated that trust and distrust were separate 
constructs.  Findings also indicated that 
employee trust and distrust are shaped 
partially by management actions that reinforce 
quality communication and job security.  
Saunders et al. (2014) also found that distinct 
actions are necessary to reduce distrust, which 
is different from the actions necessary to build 
trust.   

Černe, Nerstad, Dysvik, and Škerlavaj 
(2014) drew upon social exchange theory to 
posit that a reciprocal distrust loop is created 
when employees hide knowledge from one 
another.  The authors studied 240 employees 
and found a negative correlation between 
knowledge hiding and creativity levels of the 
knowledge hider.  They later replicated the 
study on more than 130 college students and 
uncovered the same results.  Rani, Arain, 
Kumar, and Shaikh (2018) examined the 
effect of the breach of trust on the employee’s 
disidentification with the organization. The 
study of 281 employees in Pakistan 
determined that a perceived breach of trust 
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had significant direct and indirect positive 
effects on organizational identifications with 
distrust as a mediator.  Trust was not found to 
be a mediator, which further separates the two 
constructs of trust and distrust.   
 
Employee Communication 

DuFrene and Lehman (2014) found 
that employees typically view organizational 
change as a form of crisis, regardless of the 
reality of the change.  As a result, employees 
display reactions that management might not 
be prepared for.  Employees exhibit reactions 
stemming from feelings of insecurity, fear, 
chaos, stress, grief, anger, and betrayal.  
Employees also increase their expectations of 
open and honest communication during times 
of uncertainty.  DuFrene and Lehman (2014) 
thus emphasized the need for effective 
communication during times of change.   

Grossner, Lopez-Kidwell, Labianca, 
and Ellwardt (2012) studied workplace gossip 
and found some relevant themes.  They found 
several functions of gossip, including gaining 
information, gaining influence, releasing pent-
up emotions, fostering interpersonal 
relationships, providing intellectual 
stimulation, and maintaining group values or 
norms.  The authors also suggested several 
tactics to manage gossip in the organization.  
Managers should formally communicate 
information, foster a culture of civility, and 
promote organizational justice. Providing 
mechanisms to deal with stress or boredom are 
other manners of reducing gossip.  The 
authors also suggested that gossip can be used 
as a diagnostic tool for managers, helping 
them to be alert to potential conflicts in the 
office.  Rahman, Osman-Gani, Momen, and 
Islam (2015) surveyed 200 employees in 
Malaysia to assess relationships associated 
with knowledge sharing.  They found that 
trust and knowledge sharing effectiveness is 
mediated by perceived risk among employees. 
They also found that communication skill 

mediates leadership style and knowledge 
sharing effectiveness.   

Walden, Jung, and Westerman (2017) 
explored the connection between employee 
engagement and employee to organization 
relationships.  They surveyed more than 530 
employees and found that employee 
engagement mediates the relationship between 
employee commitment and communication.  
Walden et al. (2017) concluded that employee 
engagement is paired with commitment and 
negatively correlated with mobility.  One year 
later, Kim (2018) explored organizational 
effectiveness and crisis communication.  Kim 
(2018) surveyed 544 full-time employees and 
conducted multiple regression analysis.  The 
researcher found that two-way symmetrical 
communication and transparent 
communication were important factors in 
organizational effectiveness, particularly 
during organizational crisis situations.   

Kang and Sung (2017) examined 
internal communication compared to 
employees’ perceptions of relationships and 
turnover.  They surveyed 438 sales 
representatives and conducted structural 
equation modeling.  Kang and Sung (2017) 
found that employee communication is linked 
to employee engagement, which reduces 
turnover.  Mazzei, Butera, and Quaratino 
(2019) later conducted mixed methods 
research to study the connection between 
employee engagement and competitiveness in 
the workplace, with a focus upon employee 
communication and employee engagement in 
Italy. They used a statistical sampling of 
companies, followed by snowball sampling 
for interviews of those companies.  They 
found that employee communication can 
foster employee engagement, but companies 
must identify and leverage opportunities to 
benefit from the communication.   
 
Results of Leadership Styles 

Perhaps not surprisingly, several 
authors found relationships between 
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leadership style and employee performance, 
trust, and motivation.  Saad, Sudin, and 
Shamsuddin (2018) conducted a cross-
sectional correlational study of 111 executives 
in Malaysia to explore relationships between 
leadership style, personality, and employee 
communication on employee engagement.  
Correlation analysis, stepwise linear 
regressions, and analysis of variance were 
conducted on the data.  Saad et al. (2018) 
found that leadership style, personality, and 
communication were significantly positively 
correlated with employee engagement.  
Leadership style was correlated lowest with 
employee engagement.  The authors suggested 
that organizations focus on personality 
attributes in selecting employees and 
managers.   Jo, Lee, Lee, and Hahn (2015) 
proposed a theoretical model between trust, 
leadership style, and employee creativity.  Jo 
et al. (2015) surveyed 350 employees and 
found that leader consideration and initiating 
structure positively influenced trust in the 
leader and the organization.  They also found 
that trust in the individual leader had no 
significant influence on employee creativity. 

Karasel et al. (2018) used qualitative 
research to interview 30 employees related to 
paternalist leadership style by managers.  
They found that social and personal 
characteristics were among the most important 
factors in determining trust.  Overall, Karasel 
et al. (2018) found that paternalistic leadership 
styles are effective when attempting to create 
employee trust, and organizations should 
focus on developing paternalist leadership 
among managers.   

Yasier et al. (2016) studied three 
leadership styles in relation to employee trust 
within organizational change. More than 200 
employees at various levels participated in a 
survey, which revealed a significant positive 
correlation between employee trust and 
transformational leadership.  A negative 
correlation was found between laissez-faire 
leadership and employee trust during 

organizational change.  Employee trust was 
also found to mediate leadership styles and 
confidence in organizational change.   

Zargar, Sousan, and Farmanesh (2019) 
asserted that the ability of leadership to 
operate within the necessary leadership style 
will be ineffective and be seen as simply a 
representative of management.  They also 
paired leadership failure with overall distrust. 
Zargar et al. (2019) conducted a mediation 
analysis to determine if measures of servant 
leadership and job satisfaction were mediated 
by the level of trust in the individual leader.  
Although no mediation was identified, 
significant positive correlations between trust 
and servant leadership as well as job 
satisfaction and trust were found in more than 
200 hotel employees in Dubai.   
 
Conceptualization of the Conflict Dynamic 
Application of Theories  

UMT is likely applicable to the 
Hotline Analysts since they have experienced 
seemingly constant change and uncertainty in 
their roles for five to 10 years leading up to 
the new supervisor’s arrival.  UMT’s 
emphasis on the perception of unfairness by 
employees is also reflected by the Hotline 
staff.  Perceived unfairness among the 
Analysts results in high levels of reactivity 
and occasional complaints against the 
supervisors.  The distrust from Analysts is 
also likely reducing any opportunities to 
observe the fairness that is present in the 
environment.  Additionally, the supervisor’s 
communication style is likely not focused 
upon a message of fairness, which is aiding in 
misinterpretations and reactivity by the 
Analysts.   

Under SET, the relationship between 
the new supervisor and each Analyst is 
expected to be several social exchange 
relationships.  These types of relationships 
form somewhat organically with undefined 
rules.  Given the previously discussed 
communication issues between the Analysts 
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and the supervisor, opportunities to build 
social exchange relationships and a sense of 
debt between the Analysts and the supervisor 
are likely being missed.  Additionally, the lack 
of trust between the supervisor and Analysts is 
likely stifling further opportunities to create a 
reciprocal process.  For example, the 
supervisor learned that two of the Analysts 
refused to eat the lunches he bought them as a 
reward for good work.   
 
Conceptualization through the Literature 
and Theories 

Overall, this literature review revealed 
that the Hotline conflict is likely due to a 
combination of organizational change, 
distrust, communication issues, outside 
influences, and leadership style all interacting 
to create and exacerbate the conflict.  The 
Hotline Analysts would likely be categorized 
as employees with low political skill, which 
also might be attributed to increased reactivity 
to organizational change or supervisor 
distrust.  Additionally, the Analysts and 
supervisor are feeling mistrusted, which is 
probably causing stressors in their personal 
lives, which further aggravates emotional 
reactions at work (Lanaj et al., 2018).  Those 
emotional reactions are also likely exacerbated 
since the Analysts have undergone a constant 
state of uncertainty for years. The Analysts are 
likely viewing things through a lens of 
change, which has implications on their 
reactiveness to seemingly minor 
communications from the supervisor 
(DuFrene & Lehmen, 2014).  Zargar et al. 
(2019) indicate that the Analysts’ distrust of 
the supervisor is also correlated with their job 
satisfaction, which may be a point for further 
research by the supervisor.    Based on UMT, 
the above symptoms and overall conflict 
characteristics seem to indicate that 
uncertainty plays a large role in the reactions 
of the Hotline Analysts and that UMT should 
shape the supervisor’s approach and his 
evaluation of the Analysts’ reactions.  The 

action plan will be discussed next with UMT 
and SET as a foundation. 
 
Action Plan 

Yang, Lin, Fang, and Huang, (2019) 
discussed UMT.  UMT is used to explain how 
the Hotline staff is responding to uncertainty 
in their environment.  Fear effects the 
Analysts’ cognition; in turn, affecting 
behavior and the employees’ perception of 
fairness becomes a point of focus.  The 
Analysts thus emphasize fairness, and that 
should be a priority for management; 
otherwise, employee reactivity will continue 
to be escalated.  Additionally, the perception 
of unfair messaging should be avoided by 
organizational management is particularly 
distressing for employees in this environment. 

Porter (2018) discussed SET, which 
explains how the staff and the manager 
develop relationships with one another 
through repeated interactions, which generate 
obligations to one another.  The Analysts and 
the manager establish rules of exchange, and 
reciprocity to create undefined obligations to 
one another as a result of a previously shared 
resource.  The resources exchanged between 
the staff and manager are likely the 
supervisor’s protection and scheduling 
fairness in exchange for Hotline Analyst's 
knowledge and effort.  The application of 
UMT and SET inform the intervention plan 
below. 
 
Suggested Intervention Plan 

Overall, this research has revealed that 
the Hotline conflict is likely due to a 
combination of organizational change, 
distrust, communication issues, outside 
influences, and leadership style.    The Hotline 
Analysts have experienced seemingly constant 
change and uncertainty in their roles for five 
to 10 years leading up to the new supervisor’s 
arrival.  UMT’s emphasis on the perception of 
unfairness by employees is also reflected by 
the Hotline staff, and the distrust is likely 
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blinding staff to the examples of fairness in 
the environment, which would serve to reduce 
their reactiveness.  Given the previously 
discussed communication issues between the 
Analysts and the supervisor, opportunities to 
build social exchange relationships and a 
sense of debt between the Analysts and the 
supervisor are likely being missed.  The 
intervention plan discussed below will 
incorporate four primary overarching goals, 
which are based upon the previous literature 
review, and are intended to address the pillars 
that are supporting the conflict. 
 
Objective 1: Educate the Manager and 
Alter Leadership Style 

Given the high amount of 
organizational change experienced by the 
Analysts in recent years, the new manager 
might also consider studying an applying 
transformational leadership tactics in an effort 
to adjust to his audience (Yasier et al., 2016).  
Based on Karasel et al.’s (2018) findings, the 
Hotline manager should also further explore 
developing a paternalistic leadership style.  
The Federal Law Enforcement Training 
Center also provides management training that 
would benefit the group.  Additionally, the 
agency mentor program might provide an 
ongoing source of development for the new 
manager.  The mentor relationship might help 
the new supervisor to consider his own role in 
the conflict, which will facilitate progress for 
the group. The supervisor might also benefit 
from the findings of the earlier literature 
review assignment since the research appears 
to provide some perhaps unexpected reasons 
for the Hotline staff’s surprising level of 
distrust.  Training and application of the above 
management approaches and consideration by 
the supervisor would hopefully increase the 
social exchange described by SET that 
produces a reciprocal and beneficial work 
relationship between the supervisor and 
Analysts. 

Objective 2: Educate Staff on Common 
Reactions to Organizational Change 

The Hotline Analysts would likely be 
categorized as employees with low political 
skill, which also might be attributed to 
increased reactivity to organizational change 
or supervisor distrust.  Additionally, the 
Analysts and the supervisor are feeling 
mistrusted, which is probably causing 
stressors in their personal lives, which further 
aggravates emotional reactions at work (Lanaj 
et al., 2018).  Those emotional reactions are 
also likely exacerbated since the Analysts 
have undergone a constant state of uncertainty 
for years. The Analysts are likely viewing 
things through a lens of change, which has 
implications on their reactiveness to 
seemingly minor communications from the 
supervisor (DuFrene & Lehmen, 2014).  One 
measure to overcome those factors is training 
for the employees.   

Hotline staff and the manager should 
be trained on factors associated with 
organizational change.  They should also be 
trained specifically on employee reactions to 
organizational change, as well as the findings 
of the literature review.  The training and 
education might prove cathartic for the staff 
since they will view their reactiveness as a 
result of constant organizational change and 
would perhaps be more willing to accept that 
they are being overly reactive and distrustful.  
Employees and the supervisor should also 
undergo a DiSC evaluation and attend DiSC 
training.  This training will allow them to 
better understand their personality types and 
their supervisor’s personality type 
(DiSCprofile, n.d.).  The training will also 
prepare them to better deal with one another 
and the supervisor.   

 
Objective 3: Enhance Communication 
Efforts 

Since the Analysts perceive 
employment-related risk, the manager can 
mitigate this by focusing on his 
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communication skills and effectively sharing 
knowledge with the staff (Rahman et al., 
2015).  Additionally, the supervisor’s 
communication style is likely not focused 
upon a message of fairness, which is aiding in 
misinterpretations and reactivity by the 
Analysts.  Much of the negativity is 
generating from the narratives of a ‘vocal 
minority.’  Additionally, the supervisor’s 
inclination to reduce communication as a 
defense mechanism against complaints is 
misguided.  It is recommended that the 
supervisor communicate consistently to the 
staff with updates and emphasize the 
importance of fairness in his message.  This 
will relieve some of the distrust, meet the 
fairness needs of employees experiencing 
organizational change, and it will provide 
fewer opportunities for the ‘vocal minority’ to 
fill the silence with their own narratives and 
rumors.   
 
Objective 4: Reduce Distrust 

Based on the findings of Saunders et 
al. (2014), the supervisor should consider the 
implementation of a two-step process, 
involving (1) specific tactics designed to 
reduce distrust among Hotline Analysts, 
followed by (2) other actions to later build 
trust among the same employees.  This is a 
different process from simply ‘building trust’ 
with the group.  Zargar Sousan, and 
Farmanesh (2019) indicated that the Analysts’ 
distrust of the supervisor is also correlated 
with their job satisfaction, which may be a 
point for further research by the supervisor.    
Based on UMT, the above symptoms and 
overall conflict characteristics seem to 
indicate that uncertainty plays a large role in 
the reactions of the Hotline staff.  
Additionally, the lack of trust between the 
supervisor and Analysts is likely stifling 
further opportunities to create a reciprocal 
process, which is creating more distrust.   

Distrust will hopefully be reduced 
through objectives one through three.  In 

addition, the supervisor should take steps to 
build credibility with the staff by completing 
projects that will (1) reveal his competence in 
Hotline related matters and (2) reduce the 
workload of the Hotline staff.  The supervisor 
should also incorporate additional employee 
reviews, wherein the supervisor checks in with 
the staff to determine what he can do to reduce 
their distrust.  Additionally, the supervisor 
should be aware of opportunities to exhibit 
trust toward employees to begin the reciprocal 
cycle. Finally, the employees and the 
supervisor should be tasked with reading the 
book entitled The Speed of Trust, and bi-
weekly discussions should be facilitated by 
the DCR staff, wherein some of the main 
points of the book are applied to the Hotline 
situation.   
 
The Need for Conflict Resolution 
Capabilities Across Criminal Justice 
Agencies 

Criminal justice agencies, like other 
organizations, should make efforts to build 
organizational conflict resolution capabilities.  
One could argue that criminal justice agencies 
are more in need of resolution capabilities.  
Proper emotion management and conflict 
resolution techniques inside an organization 
will also provide an example for personnel to 
emulate during public interactions.  
Additionally, reducing conflict and distrust 
will likely result in lower stress for personnel 
at work and at home (Lanaj et al., 2018).  
Research has also found that organizational 
change is associated with increased stress and 
reactivity among employees (DuFrene & 
Lehman, 2014).  Criminal justice agencies are 
subject to ongoing organizational change 
stemming from new technology, changes in 
case law, political shifts, and public 
perceptions (Willis, Koper, & Lum, 2018).  
Thus, one might assert that criminal justice 
agencies should generally develop their 
conflict resolution capabilities, since 
employees are likely to experience a 
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significant amount of change (Willis, Koper, 
& Lum, 2017), resulting in conflict.  
 
The Need for Conflict Resolution for the 
Hotline Staff 

The paper previously outlined the 
tangible benefits of conflict resolution for the 
Hotline.  In addition, the agency would likely 
experience increased efficiency due to less 
employee time spent on complaints.  
Recruiting and retention efforts would also 
likely benefit from a more trusting 
environment in the Hotline. However, 
previous attempts to build cohesion and 
reduce distrust have been met with mixed 
results.  Previous supervisors’ attempts to use 
an accommodating management style 
increased the Analysts’ expectations that 
supervisors should adjust to the employees.  
The new supervisor’s steps to address the 
issues resulted in some progress and within 
approximately six months, the supervisor 
gained a cautiously trustful attitude from two 
of the four Analysts. He also bought quarterly 
lunches for the staff when they exceeded their 
performance measure requirements.  
However, he learned that two of the Analysts 
maintained their distrust and refused to eat the 
lunches.   

Thus, alternative resolution techniques 
are the next reasonable step to reduce distrust, 
enhance communication, and improve 
productivity.  The agency utilizes a Dispute 
System Design (DSD) that incorporates 
multiple levels of intervention (Raines, 2020).  
The Office of Diversity and Conflict 
Resolution (DCR) typically uses one or more 
mechanisms to handle conflict.  The first level 
of involvement incorporates conversations 
with the manager and staff involved in the 
conflict.  The second level of involvement 
uses a facilitation process where the staff and 
managers are encouraged to discuss the 
conflict in a controlled environment. Both 
phases of DCR involvement were discussed to 
some degree above.  However, a more 

deliberate and formal level of involvement 
from DCR might prove beneficial.  Thus, 
DCR should increase involvement in the 
situation.    

 
Christian Worldview 

The strife and discord that comes with 
this conflict are not aligned with the teachings 
of the Holy Bible and an intervention is 
necessary if only to please God.  Employees 
should increase trust as a display that God will 
take care of them.  “In God, whose word I 
praise—in God I trust and am not afraid.  
What can mere mortals do to me?” (Psalm 
56:4, NIV).  One might argue that Christian 
employees might benefit from the perspective 
that they are trusting God’s plan by trusting 
the supervisor. An intervention might remind 
them of this. Additionally, Ephesians 4:28 
states, “Let the thief no longer steal, but rather 
let him labor, doing honest work with his own 
hands, so that he may have something to share 
with anyone in need” (ESV).  An intervention 
might be in line with a Christian worldview 
since the manager and the employees might all 
be viewed as stealing time and energy from 
the organization with their conflicts.  
Ephesians 4:31-32 also states, “Let all 
bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and 
slander be put away from you, along with all 
malice. Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, 
forgiving one another, as God in Christ 
forgave you.”   

In applying the author’s Christian 
worldview specifically to the intervention 
plan, one might be reminded of the 
importance the Holy Bible places upon 
working well with people and treating one 
another well.  Romans 13:10 states, “Love 
does no harm to a neighbor. Therefore, love is 
the fulfillment of the law” (NIV).  One could 
interpret this to mean that the staff and the 
supervisor should remember one of their 
primary goals under Christianity. They should 
all act in a way that reflects a love for their 
fellow men and women. That goal is also 
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reflected in the action plan steps that require 
all involved employees to make an effort to 
grow as individuals and apply training insights 
to their relationships with one another.  This 
can often be challenging for people, but the 
effort arguably reflects the intent of Romans 
13:10.   
 
Conclusion 

This case study discussed an inner 
group conflict related to distrust between law 
enforcement Analysts and their new 
supervisor in a federal law enforcement 
agency and suggested an action plan with 
specific interventions to address the conflict.  
This study also provided a review of recent 
literature relevant to the problem.  The study 
also outlined and justified an action plan, 
based on agency need and the situation. The 
case study began with a conflict description 
section and transitioned to provide 
background information. The conflict 
description section concluded with some 
examples of manifestation and efforts taken to 
resolve the conflict. The literature review then 
provided a theoretical foundation wherein 
SET and UMT aided in framing the scenario.  
Next, relevant literature on employee distrust, 
communication, and leadership style were 
reviewed. The action plan was then detailed, 
and the need for alternative resolution was 
discussed. Finally, the suggested intervention 
plan was discussed, including steps to achieve 
four primary objectives and the expected 
implications on the employees and the 
supervisor.  

A major finding of this case study is 
that the employee reactions were possibly 
associated with ongoing organizational 
change.  Other important findings point 
toward potential solutions by applying UMT 
and SET. Under the two theories, the manager 
should adjust his communication style to 
account for the need for increased emphasis 
on trust in the messaging.  The supervisor 
should also explore transitional leadership and 

a paternal leadership style. Finally, Hotline 
employees and the supervisor should receive 
training that exposes them to their likely 
heightened reactivity, and as well as the 
natural impact of organizational change on 
their communication, trust, emphasis on 
fairness, and overall attitudes. The supervisor 
and employees should also attend training and 
assessments to identify their personality types, 
and how best to interact with other personality 
types in the workplace. Regardless of the 
chosen interventions, the application of a 
Christian approach by all involved parties 
would help to (1) avoid the conflict, and (2) 
address the conflict.   
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For everyone practicing evil hates the light and does not 
come to the light, lest his deeds should be exposed” (John 
3:20, NKJV) 

 
When DNA technology began to be used to 
identify criminals in the 1980s evidence 
collection in rape cases followed suit with the 
development of the rape kit.  “A rape kit, or 
sexual assault kit (SAK), contains biological 
evidence collected from the victim’s body 
after the assault (e.g., blood, semen, saliva) 


