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Abstract 

The conditions for warfare and military leadership have changed dramatically in the 

last few decades. Rapid technological advancements and a new geopolitical landscape imply 

an array of new demands and challenges for military leaders. This thesis focuses on the 

individual military leader from a psychological perspective. The overall aim of this thesis was 

to provide a greater understanding how swift trust in temporary groups, moral stress and 

adaptability are related to operational leadership among lower-level army leaders. 

Study 1 aimed to illuminate factors that benefit, or do not benefit, the development of 

swift trust towards leaders in temporary military groups. A total of 581 Norwegian and 

Swedish cadets and officers participated and a combination of qualitative clustering and non-

parametric statistics was used. A hierarchical model of factors contributing to swift trust in 

leaders of temporary groups emerged. The model consists of two high-level categories—

Individual-related characteristics and Relationship-related characteristics, both of which 

comprise several subordinate categories. 

Study 2 aimed to identify and gain a deeper understanding of environmental, 

organizational, and group conditions, and leadership-related issues in particular, reported as 

being important in severely stressful situations involving a moral stressor faced by military 

and police officers. The study group consisted of 16 military cadets and officers and 10 police 

officers (all Swedish). In-depth interviews were conducted and analyzed using a grounded 

theory-approach. The emerging model consists of a hierarchical system of interrelated codes 

and categories of aspects reported as being important in severely stressful situations involving 

a moral stressor. The categories were the following (each being underpinned by several 

codes): Environment, Organization, Leadership, and Group. 
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Study 3, finally, consisted of an initial qualitative study (study 3A), followed by a 

quantitative study (study 3B). The aim of study 3A was to obtain a deeper understanding 

regarding the following question: what characterizes successful and unsuccessful military 

leadership at a lower hierarchical level, when adaptability is needed to handle an unexpected 

threatening event during a peacekeeping or peace enforcement mission in an environment 

characterized by irregular warfare? Since qualitative studies have low generalizability, the 

obtained results were operationalized into a questionnaire (study 3B) in order to ascertain 

whether a quantitative study would validate the results or not. Interviews were conducted with 

16 Swedish soldiers and officers in study 3A, and responses obtained from 193 Swedish 

soldiers and officers in study 3B. A process model describing conditions that affect 

adaptability when encountering an unexpected event was developed in study 3A. The model 

was tested in study 3B. Regression analyses showed high to moderately high adjusted R² 

coefficients. However, a moderation analysis yielded a non-significant result and a path-

analysis resulted in a poor model fit. 

The main contributions of the thesis are the three developed theoretical models, and in 

the case of adaptability, the quantitative test of the model. The person-by-situation paradigm 

was used as a framework in the general discussion of all three studies. Taken together, the 

findings broaden the current understanding of operational leadership among lower-level 

military leaders.  
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Introduction 

Military leadership has a history going back thousands of years. Research and theory 

on military leadership can be found in a number of historical sources (Clausewitz, 

1821/1997). However, the conditions for warfare and military leadership have changed 

dramatically in the last few decades. Rapid technological advancements and a new 

geopolitical landscape imply an array of new demands and challenges for military leaders. 

These ongoing changes can be studied from different perspectives and levels. This thesis 

focuses on the individual military leader from a psychological perspective. 

Given this delimitation, a number of possible study areas remain. To illustrate, an 

American officer can start the day by leaving the kids at a day care center, move on to a well-

protected shelter in the U.S. from where he or she directs a missile from an Unmanned Aerial 

Vehicle (UAV) to a specific part of a building on the other side of the globe, and then pick up 

the kids and return home. Another non-commissioned officer makes a comment on the 

battlefield, and thanks to global media and social media, this may have major strategic 

implications within minutes (Krulak, 1996).1 The days of major armies fighting each other 

have faded and have largely been replaced by unpredictable, asymmetric warfare (e.g. Salas et 

al., 2006). Yet, the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 serves as an unwelcome reminder 

that the days of conventional warfare are not over. 

The illustrations above show that further delimitations are necessary. The present 

thesis builds on the following choices. First, the arena of lower-level military leaders, and 

mainly army leaders, is selected. Within this arena, three problem areas will be focused. In a 

sense they can all be regarded as evergreens in the development of military leadership, but 

                                                           
1 A classic example from modern history concerns the battle of Mogadishu from 1993, as described in the book 
Black Hawk Down (Bowden, 2010) later popularized into a film. In the events, junior leaders on the battlefield 
had to make rapid key decisions that immediately affected other allied forces on the ground and later U.S. 
strategic decisions as well.  
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here they will be explored in the light of the present asymmetric warfare context. Temporary 

groups and swift trust were selected as a first study issue because these types of groups have 

become more common in recent years, and raise the question of the relevance of earlier 

research on long-term development of trust. A number of people are put together to perform a 

certain task. They have no or limited time to get to know each other. It is a matter of life and 

death, and so called ‘swift trust’ must be developed at once. How can this be achieved and 

how should such groups be led?   

A second issue deals with the moral dilemmas military leaders and soldiers are 

confronted with in addition to the combination of acute stressful situations and accumulated 

everyday stress. Based on the premise that swift trust is a necessary component in ad-hoc 

teams, and lower-level leaders will face difficult decisions that need to be decided rapidly, 

moral components come into play. Confronted with moral dilemmas, thoughts like ´did I 

make the right decision?´ are likely to worry such leaders in hindsight. Important questions 

arise like what contextual factors affect military leaders’ experiences of moral stress and how 

can it be coped with? It also highlights organizational and contextual aspects, in particular, 

what contextual factors are favorable or unfavorable for the individuals’ handling and 

reactions. This will be the focus of the second paper in the thesis. This second study area was 

selected because lower-level military leaders are expected to have to face morally challenging 

situations more frequently in future operational environments (e.g. Robinson, 2007). 

Combined with more frequent use of temporary groups, this may affect the trust that is needed 

to raise moral dilemmas to superior officers. In the absence of trust, moral considerations risk 

being overlooked. This, in turn, may lead to long-term psychological stress reactions (Litz et 

al., 2009; Molendijk, 2018). Such reactions risk developing into moral injury, a state where 

one´s conscience and values become altered. This can in turn lead to feelings of guilt, shame, 

and betrayal (Barnes et al., 2019; Litz et al., 2009). 
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The third issue is about individual adaptability to the rapidly changing conditions. 

Leading in ambiguous and unpredictable conditions requires high flexibility/adaptability. 

How can this be developed? This is highlighted in the third and final paper, and was selected 

as a study area because of its close connectedness to adaptation to temporary groups and 

handling moral dilemmas where one experiences various degrees of trust. 

The three study areas have also proved to be interrelated. To illustrate, trust has been 

shown to increase the likelihood of leaders daring to openly address moral dilemmas rather 

than avoiding or concealing them (Waaler et al., 2019). Further, complex and rapidly 

changing field conditions increase the probability of young army leaders having to make 

choices between one´s own inner moral compass and standard operating procedures poorly 

adapted to a given situation. Both types of choices can result in different kinds of moral stress 

(Jameton, 1984; Nilsson et al., 2011). The required individual adaptability in such episodes 

could be assumed to affect, and be affected by, the level of trust and the strength of moral 

stress reactions. Thus, the three chosen research topics appear to be interrelated. This 

completes the broad story line of the thesis, and provides the basis of its general aim.  

General Aim  

The overall aim of this thesis was to provide a greater understanding of how swift trust 

in temporary groups, moral stress and adaptability are related to operational leadership among 

lower-level army leaders. Figure 1 provides an overview of the thesis, and shows how its 

three separate empirical studies fit into the overall picture. Relevant existing research will be 

presented in the following, after which the specific aims will be formulated. 
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Figure 1: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Overview of the Thesis and its Three Empirical Studies 

 

Before reviewing the literature on trust, moral stress and adaptability, some additional 

remarks on the new context and the increased demands on operational leadership skills will be 

given. 

New Context  

The end of the cold war has led to new challenges for military forces. The direct threat 

against countries in the Northern European region has been considerably lower for decades, 

and peacekeeping missions have been in focus (e.g. Williams, 1998; Yilmaz, 2005). These 

kinds of missions have generally been characterized by more challenges than just security, 

and by tasks that demand more than traditional military means. These include humanitarian 

efforts and rebuilding functional societal institutions (Ohlsson et al., 2013). This, in turn, has 

led to the emergence of concepts like the comprehensive approach. However, in recent years 

the situation in Europe and Eastern Europe in particular has become more tense due to 

New context 

Increased demands on operational leadership skills 

Trust  Moral stress Adaptability 

1 2 3 
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Russian aggressiveness, indicating a renewed focus on national security for many European 

countries.2 

Most definitions of the comprehensive approach include the idea that it is a culture of 

collaboration between multitudes of actors involved in handling a crisis situation (Ohlsson et 

al., 2013). There are other concepts which are more or less synonymous with the 

comprehensive approach. The European Union often uses the concept of civil-military 

cooperation (CIMIC; Wendling, 2010). The United Nations often uses the name ’integrated 

approach’. This is presented as follows by the UN´s secretary general in a Note of Guidance 

on Integrated Missions (2005): 

An integrated mission is based on a common strategic plan and a shared 

understanding of the priorities and types of program interventions that 

need to be undertaken at various stages of the recovery process. Through 

this integrated process, the UN system seeks to maximize its contributions 

towards countries emerging from conflict by engaging its different 

capabilities in a coherent and mutually supportive manner (paragraph 4). 

The Swedish national strategy is to support UN and EU peace efforts while also 

achieving Sweden´s national objectives (Grönberg, 2010). Small nations like those in 

Scandinavia can mainly contribute to the actions of large actors within a multinational 

mission with ‘plug-in’ capabilities depending on the needs of the mission (Ohlsson et al., 

2013). Friis and Rehman (2010) conclude that the effectiveness of smaller nations’ 

contributions to the use of a comprehensive approach can be measured in terms of interagency 

                                                           
2 The Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 will likely alter strategic priorities for western countries and 
shift focus from peacekeeping missions abroad to stronger national defence for the foreseeable future. 
Sweden’s and Finland’s decision in May 2022 to apply for membership in Nato is also indicative of such 
strategic change. However, the studied concepts in this thesis will most likely remain vital in future military 
contexts, not least since increased international cooperation among western countries is expected to intensify 
in the years to come.   
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coherence in the field with key actors such as the UN, the EU, NATO, and other large 

contributors. Thus, the traditional military picture of big armies standing against each other no 

longer prevails. The post-modern military context is highly complex and dynamic in a 

globalized world, with high degrees of inter-connectedness between and within countries. 

The tasks for military leaders in comprehensive approach-guided missions/operations 

are highly complex. Beginning with the broader picture, end-state goals such as peace, 

democracy, etc., are normally a result of a long-term, historical process which is hard to 

accelerate. Related to this are different and parallel political agendas, cultural differences and 

differences in civil and military organizations, procedures, traditions, routines, and identities. 

Thus, military leaders need to have a political cultural understanding as well as social skills in 

communicating with media and handling social media influences (further developed below). 

Combined, these different sources may result in an emotional pressure and put high demands 

on the military leaders´ stress tolerance (Ohlsson et al., 2013; Wong et al., 2003).  

Increased Demands on Operational Leadership Skills 

In this section, some of the demands on military leadership stemming from the new 

context will be considered. First, two general leader competencies should be mentioned. 

Cultural competence. Typically, the countries in which comprehensive approach 

missions take place have different cultures and leaders need to be aware of the differences as 

well as have a level of diplomacy on how to handle differences in a respectful way. One of the 

biggest challenges is for both the military and civilian actors to have a mutual respect for what 

each other has to offer to the comprehensive approach process (Ohlsson et al., 2013).  

Communication skills. The United Nations document “A new partnership agenda: 

Charting a new horizon for UN peacekeeping” (2009) emphasizes that leaders should be 
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effective communicators, both locally and globally, and that effective communication of the 

mission´s role and functions to local actors is essential. 

An increasingly important form of communication is interaction with the media and 

social media. With real-time reporting and advances in technology, public relations training is 

now a central part of leadership training (Wong et al., 2003). 

I will now turn to three leadership behaviors that have been emphasized in the writings 

on the post-modern military context.  

Trust. It is counter-productive in a rapidly changing environment to try to be in charge 

of every aspect within a mission. Just as leaders want trust from their subordinates in order to 

lead them, it is equally important that they also trust their subordinates to follow through with 

the tasks they have been given. This helps create a culture of trust, which is imperative in the 

comprehensive approach (Ohlsson et al., 2013). This aspect will be further elaborated in the 

literature review below (see also Figure 1).  

Role model. A leader should behave in a way that portrays the way he/she wants others 

to behave. Everyone involved in a mission is ultimately responsible for his or her own 

behavior. However, leaders have the opportunity to exemplify behaviors reflecting high moral 

standards and demonstrate what is expected in the organization (Ohlsson et al., 2013). 

Lieutenant General David Morrison in the Australian army (at the time Chief of Army) 

effectively captured such standards when he remarked, “The standard you walk past, is the 

standard you accept.”3 This also has consequences for the moral stress aspect, which will be 

further elaborated in the literature review below (see also Figure 2).  

                                                           
3 David Morrison, message regarding unacceptable behavior (13 June 2013). 
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Adaptability/flexibility. In complex and rapidly changing comprehensive approach 

environments, the flexibility of leaders is crucial so that they have the ability to adapt and 

adjust accordingly (European Union, 2008). The cited EU report also discusses the 

importance of increased flexibility in order to be successful when implementing the 

comprehensive approach. The EU report (2008) correlates the need for higher flexibility with 

the heightened complexity of the task. This is the third and final aspect which will be further 

elaborated in the literature review below (see also Figure 1). 

Trust and Swift Trust in Temporary Groups 

“Operations occur at the speed of trust”4 

- Jim Mattis, United States Marine Corps general (ret.) and former US secretary of defense. 

Trust 

This section begins with an overview of the general trust concept. This is followed by 

a focus on the special case of swift trust in temporary groups. 

In any modern society, individuals working towards a common goal perform many 

important tasks within organizations such as the military, the police, and healthcare. The 

complexity of the tasks often means that group members are experts in various special areas. 

Unfortunately, gathering experts in different areas does not guarantee well-functioning teams 

(Hackman, 1998). Leadership therefore becomes an important factor in such contexts. The 

requirement that the operative leader is able to create and maintain trust may therefore be 

crucial and greater now than ever. Indeed, it can be argued that trust is at the very core for 

well-functioning relationships, both private and professional. When trust is missing between 

actors, even the easiest of tasks risk being complicated and time consuming. This is often 

                                                           
4 Mattis, J., & West, B. (2019). Call Sign Chaos: Learning to Lead. 
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related to increased suspicion leading to passivity. For instance, taking initiative is avoided 

and perseverance is reduced among the individuals involved (Fors Brandebo et al., 2013). 

Trust as a concept has a long history among scholars and philosophers. As a subject 

for modern research, it can be traced back to the 1960s. In general, trust can occur in two 

forms, (1) on an individual level, and (2) in interpersonal forms, i.e. in relations between 

individuals. 

On an individual level, in the field of psychology, the importance of a human being’s 

first years of life have mainly been highlighted by adherents to the psychodynamic school, 

such as Freud, Erikson, and Bowlby. Even if psychology has evolved greatly since then, it 

could still be argued that an important factor like trust has been understated in modern 

personality models like Big Five (explained briefly below). Erikson contended, for instance, 

that “for the most fundamental prerequisite of mental vitality, I have already nominated a 

sense of basic trust, which is a pervasive attitude toward oneself and the world derived from 

the experiences of the first year of life” (Erikson, 1968, p. 96). Even if one does not agree 

with the last part of Erikson´s statement — that it is derived from experiences in the first year 

of life — it is perhaps easier to agree with his acknowledgment in the first part on the 

importance of basic trust. However, it could also be argued that the concept of trust is inherent 

in the Big Five-model of personality (Costa & McCrae, 1992), and the Neuroticism dimension 

in particular. Individuals with neurotic tendencies could, compared to emotionally stable 

persons, be assumed to have lower propensity to experience interpersonal trust, a higher 

probability to show stronger moral stress reactions, and be less flexible/adaptable in 

ambiguous situations.  

In research related to interpersonal forms of trust, Boon and Holmes (1991) have 

proposed the following definition of trust on the interpersonal level: “a state involving 

confident positive expectations about another’s motives with respect to oneself in situations 
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entailing risk” (p. 194). Based on this definition, Lewicki and Bunker (1996) present a 

discussion about trust in professional relationships. They mention three types of trust that are 

linked in a sequential iteration, beginning with calculus-based trust, which can develop into 

knowledge-based trust, and in some cases develop further into identification-based trust. 

The three-stage model assumes that two parties are entering into a new relationship 

and they have no previous “reputations” to overcome, the parties are uncertain about each 

other, believe they are vulnerable if they disclose too much too quickly, and are uncertain 

about the future longevity of the relationship (Lewicki & Bunker, 1996). 

Calculus-based trust. This form of trust is primarily based on the fear of punishment 

for violating the trust, but also in the rewards that come with preserving it. Shapiro, Sheppard 

and Cheraskin (1992), who argued that trust based on threats is a stronger motivator for 

keeping the trust than expectations of rewards, first outlined a similar theory. Threats in 

professional relationships are mainly about spreading negative rumors (Larsson, 2005). 

Lewicki and Bunker (1996) argue in their model that trust in this view is an “ongoing market-

oriented, economic calculation whose value is derived by determining the outcomes resulting 

from creating and sustaining the relationship relative to the costs of maintaining or severing 

it” (p. 120). An example could be rumors about a commander an individual knows he or she 

will serve under during an international mission. If the commander has a positive reputation, 

this may lower the critical calculus-based threshold of the individual and vice versa. 

Knowledge-based trust. The second part in the three-stage model, knowledge-based 

trust, represents a form of trust based on predictability about the other. Knowledge-based trust 

relies on information rather than deterrence. The more one knows about the other person, the 

more accurately one can anticipate his or her behavior (Kelley & Stahelski, 1970). This form 

of trust grows from spending a lot of time with the other person. The predictability also means 
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that trust increases even if the other is predictably untrustworthy. This is generally regarded as 

the dominating kind of trust in work settings (Fors Brandebo, 2015). 

Identification-based trust. The third type of trust is based on identification. Trust 

exists because the parties effectively understand and appreciate the other’s wants. This mutual 

understanding is developed to the point that each can effectively act for the other (Meyerson 

et al., 1996). This means the other party can feel safe that his or her interests will be well 

protected and surveillance will not be necessary. Typical examples of these kinds of 

relationships where knowledge-based trust develops into identification-based trust are long-

term love relationships and strong small groups with a long history together. This form of 

trust can also develop from doing things together with common identities and shared values 

(Lewicki & Bunker, 1996). In the modern military arena with rapidly changing group 

compositions, this kind of trust is probably unusual. An exception could be small teams of 

special forces who train and operate together for long periods of time under highly stressful 

conditions (Wisén et al., 2021). 

The stagewise evolution of trust. Trust can develop and transform over time. 

According to Lewicki and Bunker’s (1996) model, relationships begin with calculus-based 

trust, where one is particularly observant differences between oneself and the other. At the 

transition to knowledge-based trust, one gets more focused on similarities between oneself 

and the other. If knowledge-based trust is going to transform into identification-based trust, it 

requires not just knowledge about the other but also that one can identify with him or her. One 

has to be able to think, feel, and act as he or she would do. I will now leave the general 

discussion of trust and focus on the concept of swift trust in temporarily composed groups. 
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Swift Trust in Temporary Groups  

Ever since the Second World War, unit cohesion has been regarded as the main factor 

in motivating soldiers and fighting resilience. This perception has long dominated the 

literature, however, the characteristics of modern warfare where temporary groups have 

become more common have made scholars re-examine this assumption (Ben Shalom et al., 

2007).  

Temporary groups have sometimes been described as organizational ‘one-night 

stands’. They have a finite life span, form around a shared and relatively clear goal or 

purpose, and their success depends on a tight and coordinated coupling of activity (Meyerson 

et al., 1996; Schilke & Huang, 2018). 

In normal conditions trust grows over time, but when people who are strangers 

towards each other immediately have to cooperate effectively, they must reduce their inner 

uncertainty about the others by using something similar to trust. They must act as if trust is 

present. The time frame simply isn’t big enough to let trust grow slowly and gradually. One 

starts to act because there is no other option. Doing nothing will be equivalent to failure 

(Larsson, 2005). 

Temporarily composed groups are characterized by individuals who, due to their 

specific skills, are quickly put together to solve a task for a limited time. This places new 

demands on leaders, and important tasks for leaders in temporarily composed groups will be 

to quickly create, and maintain, trust from subordinates (Schilke & Huang, 2018). Important 

questions therefore become how leaders should be and behave in order to gain the trust of 

their subordinates in a new and temporary group as quickly as possible. An essential question 

arises: can the trust process be accelerated? If so, how is it done in the best way? An increased 

knowledge of leadership in this area and how leaders should act, or not act, in order to quickly 

create trust among subordinates ought to be of interest for gaining more insight into. Given 
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the lack of a generally accepted definition of swift trust, I will now move on to a summary of 

the research on swift trust in temporary groups, proposed assumptions, and suggested 

antecedent conditions. 

Research on Swift Trust in Temporary Groups 

There is extensive research on trust, but much fewer studies have focused on swift 

trust. In an attempt to illuminate the current knowledge in this field, Kroeger et al. (2020) 

conducted a systematic literature review of the published studies focusing on swift trust. 

Among their findings were seven possible bases of swift trust: 1) Roles, 2) Institutional 

categories, 3) Trusting predispositions, 4) Reputations, 5) The ´shadow of the future´ 

(possibility of working together again.), 6) Active engagement, and 7) ‘As if’ behavior. These 

bases were in turn tested on 172 project managers by a survey in order to try to measure their 

relative importance. Their results showed that bases related to team composition (roles and the 

‘shadow of the future’) demonstrated the strongest effects. On the other hand, reputational 

and institutional information showed less effects, and action-related bases of swift trust 

seemed largely unrelated to the development of swift trust. Naturally, there is a need for more 

empirical studies and the effects might have been different if tested on professionals in other 

contexts than project managers, but overall the study brings structure to a relatively 

unexplored research field which future studies can draw upon. Still, the seven explored bases 

of swift trust are fairly general, and there remains a need to investigate specific aspects within 

each of them. 

In an experimental setting, Olsen et al. (2020) investigated how different leadership 

styles (democratic or autocratic) together with low or high emotional stability (i.e. four styles 

in total) were related to swift trust. This was carried out by randomly assigning 280 

individuals to one of the four groups and showing them a 45-second video clip of each 

leadership style, (autocratic/stable, autocratic/unstable, democratic/stable, and 
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democratic/unstable). Their main findings showed that out of the four styles, autocratic and 

emotionally stable leaders received the highest scores for swift trust among the respondents 

(Olsen et al., 2020). Still, an unanswered question is what specific mechanisms underlie the 

superiority of these two leadership styles? 

Ben-Shalom et al. (2005) have previously shown how temporarily composed groups 

have come to play an increasing role in multinational military operations where the need for 

immediate development of trust can be a matter of life or death. They carried out observations 

of combat units during the ‘Al-Aqsa Intifada’, which had been quickly put together, and by 

the researchers referred to as temporary groups. In order for them to function successfully, the 

study found it required what they came to call ‘swift trust’. The study presented interesting 

hypotheses about how swift trust arises, or does not arise, in such groups based on, among 

other things, social dynamics and various forms of first impressions. Specifically, Ben-

Shalom et al. (2005)  highlight the following factors: 1) approval by the ‘host’ unit of ‘guest’ 

unit individuals in both logistical (providing kitchen services and places to sleep etc.) and 

professional (i.e. sharing of knowledge) terms, 2) the process worked especially well in cases 

were smaller forces operated within larger ones (the authors use the example of an armored 

company commander working under an infantry battalion commander), 3) ‘distributive 

justice’, i.e. a fair distribution of tasks and assignments between the guest and the host unit, 

and 4) using a mixture of doctrinal (i.e. accepting standard operating procedures) and ‘local’ 

(i.e. routines, language, and codes) practices established in the given context.  

Regarding first impressions, this could take various forms, such as noting how a tank 

is placed in a parking area was appraised as a cue to the tank commander’s capabilities. Other 

ways included asking questions regarding the person’s earlier combat experiences and thereby 

getting hints of what to expect in upcoming events. 
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This thesis thus constitutes an approach to deepen the knowledge about the 

phenomenon and try to bring the pieces together in the form of a theoretical model, which is 

missing in the study by Ben-Shalom et al. (2005). In particular, the study´s model 

differentiates between Individual-related characteristics and Relationship-related 

characteristics when illustrating various factors of importance for the development of swift 

trust. These aspects are further described in study 1 below. 

Larsson (2005) summarized much of the research that was available at the time and 

found that three different kinds of circumstances (vulnerability, uncertainty, and risk) affect 

whether swift trust develops in a temporarily composed group, based on research by 

Meyerson et al. (1996) in particular. Compared to the rich amounts of research on trust in 

general (e.g. Fors Brandebo et al., 2013), swift trust in a military context is still largely an 

unexplored area. Lester (2006) pointed to positive and negative factors in creating swift trust 

in military leaders in temporarily composed groups of American cadets. This was developed 

further by Lester and Vogelgesang (2012) and suggested that military leaders who 1) used 

transformational leadership behaviors, 2) let subordinates take part in decisions, and 3) had a 

general positive attitude could speed up the process of subordinates trusting the leader (Lester 

& Vogelgesang, 2012). 

Scandinavian studies in the field are few and the knowledge of the subject is still 

generally low. Given the expected continuation of increased use of flexible team compositions 

in the military arena discussed above, it could be argued that increased knowledge of swift 

trust, its antecedents and consequences, could be of vital theoretical and practical importance. 

Thus, as severe crises, both civilian and military, appear to be a never ending story, and to a 

high degree need to be handled with temporarily composed operational teams, stronger 

evidence-based knowledge is much needed here. 
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Swift Trust—Some Assumptions 

Meyerson et al. (1996) have made some assumptions regarding swift trust in 

temporary groups, mainly based on observations in film producing teams. According to 

Larsson (2005), who has included a study on swift trust in the Israeli Army (Ben-Shalom et 

al., 2003) into the study of Meyerson et al. (1996), these assumptions looks as follows.  

Assumption 1. The smaller the pool or the network from where members are recruited, 

the faster trust will probably develop in the group. The assumption is based on the fact that it 

is more likely that the participants may have to cooperate again in new groups in the future. 

This means that each and everyone’s reputation as competent or not will be spread and effect 

future possibilities. This may be particularly so for officers in a comparatively closed system, 

such as the military in smaller countries like Sweden and Norway where “everybody knows 

everybody.” 

Assumption 2. Role-based interaction leads to faster development of trust than person-

based interaction. This is built upon the fact that role-expectations are often clear, 

standardized, and can be expressed in forms such as missions and specific competencies. 

Another way of putting it would be: roles are simple but human beings are complex. 

Assumption 3. Inconsistent role-behavior and roles that are mixed up lead to an 

increased time span in terms of developing trust. This is based on the fact that this leads to 

increased insecurity. 

Assumption 4. Individuals in a temporary group who find themselves under time 

pressure will increase their use of category-driven information handling that is aimed at  

speed and confirmation, rather than fact-driven information handling that is aimed at objective 

examination. This assumption is based on the fact that under time pressure, speed will win 

over precision. The assumption can also be related to military experiences. Under stress and 

uncertainty, individuals tend to be more focused on trust examination of those who give 
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information than towards verifying the information itself. This may especially be the case at 

lower organizational levels, where members have less overview and control of the picture at 

large. 

Assumption 5. Category-driven information handling in temporary groups is 

influenced by the present organizational culture in the social system. These conceptions lead 

to selective perception—one sees things that confirm the conceptions that enhance swift trust. 

Assumption 6. Increased usage of category-driven information handling in temporary 

groups leads to selective reduction of uncertainty and faster growth of trust, but also to a 

higher risk that future actions can damage and question the trust. When stakes are high and 

you put a lot of trust in a leader who appeared to be trustworthy, the setback can be 

irrecoverable if the leader shortly after acts in an immoral manner and makes hasty, counter-

productive decisions. The recent collapse of the Afghan government and the former 

president’s decision to jump ship and flee the country when the Taliban where closing in on 

Kabul could serve as an illustrating example here. Another classic example concerns the 

Mann Gulch fire in Montana in 1949, where 13 smokejumpers died from a wildfire in the 

canyon. Out of a crew of 16 smokejumpers, only three survived the fire. According to Weick 

(1993), the disaster had implications for how we understand organizations and temporary 

groups (he uses the phrase ‘temporary systems').  

In sum, the concept of swift trust in academic literature is relatively new and further 

empirical studies are needed. However, a theoretical structure and a deeper understanding of 

possible bases of swift trust have been addressed in the last couple of years. In particular, a 

study by Schilke and Huang (2018) found that brief interpersonal contacts, including visual 

and verbal cues, can have strong effects on perceptional accuracy regarding others. Brief 

contacts also facilitate taking the perspective of the other. However, findings are mixed. A 

study by Thommes and Uitdewilligen (2019) showed that low trust in temporary groups 
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enhanced cognitive flexibility and creative, non-routine solutions. On the contrary, high trust 

could lead to overreliance on other and simplified strategies. Fors Brandebo (2021) and 

Gargiulo and Ertug (2006) also point to a risk with excessive trust. One becomes more 

vulnerable due to lost necessary control. 

Given the expected development in modern working life of a continued and expanding 

need for experts to come together in temporary groups to solve complex tasks, there is likely 

to be a demand for data that are more robust and greater knowledge about the phenomenon. 

Antecedents of Swift Trust  

Given the expected increase in temporarily composed operational groups in crises 

situations discussed above, an important aspect is to get a better understanding of underlying 

favorable and unfavorable conditions for the development of swift trust. Previous studies 

focused on possible antecedent conditions of swift trust seem to zoom in on three features: 

personality, organizational factors, and leadership. Starting with personality, Larsson (2005b) 

have argued that individuals with a personality and view on life characterized by high levels 

of trust are more likely to adaptably develop an ideal distance between themselves and their 

own values, and the values of the group/organization. This indicates that if a person sees the 

goals and values in a temporary group as satisfactory, he or she is more likely to be affected, 

learn new things, and become a good team player. But if the goals are seen as illegitimate, the 

person is more likely to keep a distance, and in some cases, even drop out from the group 

(Larsson, 2005b). On a similar note, Lester (2006) showed that a leader’s positivity have a 

contributing effect on swift trust in the leader in a temporary group in a military context. 

Turning to the other extreme, lack of personal trust characterized by insecurity could 

result in a person being under-distanced in the new group. Because of such insecurity, the 

individual is more likely to accept the group’s goals and values in a non-critical way. 

Deficient personal trust characterized by skepticism could also result in being over-distanced 
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in the new group. In such cases, the person is likely to keep a distance and won’t allow him or 

herself to become close to the group and take part in its development (Larsson, 2005b). 

Secondly, what role do organizational factors play? Previous studies have shown that 

when a group has acted together over time and unexpectedly ends up in an acute stress 

situation, leadership is easier if the group has allowed an informal communication pattern to 

grow on a day-to-day basis. When different players have had the chance to cooperate freely, 

without taking formal hierarchy into account, this has been helpful for the group in the 

stressful situation (Larsson et al., 2001). Therefore, it is probable that the more the parent 

organizations of the members in a temporary group are characterized by trust, the better are 

the conditions for swift trust to grow in temporary groups, and vice versa. A spirit of trust in 

the parent organization can provide the individual with security in their professional identity, 

and increase the likelihood of informational, emotional, and practical social support, also 

when one finds oneself in a temporary group (Larsson, 2005b). Specifically related to a 

military context, Lester (2006) showed that static factors such as the leader’s rank and social 

similarity with followers were positively correlated to swift trust in the leader. 

Thirdly, regarding the role of leadership factors in the development of swift trust, 

Meyerson, Weick, and Kramer (1995) have argued that the leader’s reputation plays a certain 

part. If the leader in question has a respectable reputation, this can benefit the development of 

swift trust in the group. The participants are more likely to expect things to work well and 

enter the group with more positive intentions. 

Previous research has shown that trust (not explicitly swift trust), especially when it 

comes to group leaders, affects how well a group performs (e.g. Dirks & Ferrin, 2002). 

Transformational leadership has also been linked to increased commitment and trust among 

subordinates (Podsakoff, McKenzie & Bommer, 1996). In summary, extant research on 

antecedents of swift trust is limited, particularly in the military operational context. 



26 
 

Concluding Remarks and Purpose of the First Study in the Dissertation 

Based on the above presentation of the extant research, the purpose of the first work in 

the dissertation (study 1) was to advance the knowledge regarding the creation of swift trust in 

leaders and the relationship of swift trust to performance. Given the assumed interconnection 

between swift trust and moral stress discussed earlier, one of these significant consequences is 

the handling of moral dilemmas and moral stress. Therefore, the issue of moral stress is 

focused in the following section.  

Moral Stress 

Throughout history, people have been faced with morally difficult choices where it is 

not obvious how we should act. When faced with such decisions, we often say that it is a 

moral dilemma. At the same time, we know that operational leaders in pressured situations 

will have to make sound moral decisions. A doctor must, for example, be able to quickly 

decide who to treat first at an accident site. Another complicating aspect is that there are often 

ad hoc teams, composed in a very short time, where members are unknown to each other and 

need to function immediately (e.g. in the event of major accidents). The requirement that the 

chief operating officer can establish and maintain trust is therefore crucial. 

Most studies conducted on moral stress in working life have been conducted in 

healthcare settings, especially in intensive care units. An important aspect has been related to 

the issue of ending life-sustaining measures, such as turning off the respirator for patients. 

Such studies have generally focused on individual reactions among physicians and nurses 

who need to deal with such problematic decisions (Corley, 2002; Glasberg et al., 2006).  

In military settings, moral dilemmas and moral stress appear to be rather common due 

to continuous difficult decisions in high-risk environments. For instance, Richardson et al. 

(2004) used the example of Srebrenica to highlight moral dilemmas in military-operations-
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other-than-war. Kallenberg et al. (2016) provide a number of examples of situations that have 

caused moral stress taken from Swedish military operations, especially in Afghanistan. In a 

complex and dynamic environment, leaders will be faced with ambiguous situations where the 

right solution is not always obvious or possible. Organizational barriers or lack of resources 

can also cause difficult moral dilemmas for leaders in decision-making. For instance, it is 

highlighted how officers relate to local authority corruption, and at the same time it is a part 

of the mission to be on the same side as the local police. Below are some illustrative quotes 

from these examples: 

So, the biggest pimp in town is the police chief. And he's definitely the biggest drug 

dealer. But that's how it works. /… / But you know, as soon as you take a step back and act 

offensively, things happen. And that's why it's not happening that much. Sweden does not do 

much there. But if you were to start going in and cut off the smuggling trail and so on, then 

you would be a nuisance to the local rulers and then Swedes would start to die. (Kallenberg et 

al. 2016, my translation). 

Another example concerns laws and regulations where several interviewees 

(Kallenberg et al., 2016) felt that they had to deviate from these in order to be able to do the 

morally right thing in different situations: 

I have been involved in breaking rules when I myself was not in command but when 

other senior officers have broken the rules to save a little boy's life. So I would do it again. I 

probably think I have broken Swedish law to find a middle ground between right and wrong. 

But not against God's laws, so to speak. There is a difference between God's laws and human 

ordinances. (Kallenberg et al. 2016, my translation). 
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The quotations also shed light on the grounds on which individuals choose to defend 

their actions, in the form of potential consequences for various decisions and seeking support 

from higher powers for their actions. 

What is Moral Stress? 

The moral stress concept was initially coined by Jameton (1984). It refers to painful 

feelings and/or psychological disequilibrium resulting from not being able to do the morally 

right action due to institutional obstacles such as lack of time, lack of supervisory support, or 

institutional policy. Alternatively, when an individual acts according to his or hers conscience 

but against the organizational regulations, norms, etc.  

The appraisal of moral stress is highly individual and depends largely on an interaction 

of personal and contextual characteristics, which can be understood from the person-

environment stress model developed by Lazarus (1991). Therefore, Kallenberg et al. (2016) 

suggest moral stress could be considered “an overall assessment that covers different forms of 

impact from morally challenging situations” (p. 96, my translation). 

The concept of moral stress is relatively new in academic writings. The phenomenon 

touches on classical psychological, view-of-life-related, and philosophical themes. Every 

human being holds beliefs about how things are, what is right and what is wrong in the 

environment. The challenges and hardships of actually doing what is right were articulately 

formulated by Saint Paul: “For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I 

do.” (Rom 7:19; Revised Standard Version).  

Psychological antecedents of individual appraisal processes are beliefs and 

commitments. The beliefs operate as a perceptual lens, often at a preconscious level (Lazarus 

& Folkman, 1984). At the same time, humans, society and nature are ambiguous phenomena 

and, although many beliefs are culturally shared, there also exists a considerable inter-
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individual variation (Kallenberg & Larsson, 2004). This, of course, has implications for what 

is, and what is not, a moral dilemma.  

Another classical theme concerns moral convictions. In psychological writings these 

are often referred to as commitments. They have a motivational component and express what 

is important to a person, what has meaning for him or her (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). To 

illustrate, many people think that health and solidarity are among the most important things in 

life, but they also value justice and peace. Another kind of moral conviction or commitment 

concerns views on our duties, which actions we are obliged to carry out and which we are 

obliged not to do (Kallenberg & Larsson, 2004). 

According to Grimell and Nilsson (2020), there seems to be some confusion regarding 

moral stress and the related concepts of moral distress and moral injury. The concepts are 

relatively new in academic literature and therefore rather unexplored, which includes their 

inter-relationships (McCarthy & Deady, 2008; Zuzelo, 2007) as well as moral injury (Barnes 

et al., 2019; Braitman et al., 2018; Jinkerson, 2016). An important distinction has been 

suggested between moral stress and moral distress. The concept of moral stress was, as 

mentioned above, introduced by Jameton (1984). It was further developed by Wilkinson 

(1987) in relation to nursing and later discussed and refined by scholars such as Cribb (2011) 

and Fourie (2015). Even if there are different views on specifics, there seems to be common 

ground in the proposition that while moral stress refers to the fact that individuals are 

conscious about various decision options, moral distress is a narrower concept that deals with 

negative emotional and psychological reactions (Hylton Rushton, Caldwell & Kurtz, 2016). 

This means that moral stress is a broader concept that can also include positive developments 

(see below). Another related issue is stress of consciousness, a concept primarily discussed 

within theology and religious philosophy, but which has also been studied related to nursing 

(e.g. Sandage & Morgan, 2014). 
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According to classical utilitarianism, the branch in ethics that emphasizes the 

consequences of actions—an act is right if (and only if), it to a higher degree than all other 

actions maximizes pleasure and minimizes displeasure among those affected by the act 

(Hansson, 2013; Tännsjö, 2002). However, it should be noted that there are a wide array of 

strands within utilitarianism and different adherents to this philosophical school of thought 

may reason very differently. To illustrate the conceptual diversity, Jones (1991) takes the 

focus away from intentions and consequences, and argues that what constitutes ethical 

decision making is not primarily a decision’s outcome and consequences, but whether moral 

concerns were reflected upon and respected during the decision making process. In military 

contexts, leaders frequently make a corresponding evaluation of alternatives, which are all 

more or less undesirable. Thus, the issue of moral stress has psychological, view-of-life and 

philosophical roots with beliefs and commitments as central concepts.  

Returning to moral stress at a more operational level, drawing on Jameton (1984) 

Nilsson et al. (2011) describe it as a form of stress response at the individual level that can 

occur in situations that are characterized by ethical decision-making in connection with any of 

the following events: Situations (1) that are characterized by there being more than one right 

thing to do. The problem then is that if one chooses one decision alternative, the possibility of 

choosing the other becomes excluded. Alternatively (2) situations where the individual is 

aware of the morally correct action the situation requires, but cannot act in such a way due to 

institutional obstacles (Nilsson et al., 2011). 

Individual Consequences of Moral Stress 

Morally challenging situations can have different impacts. One way of explaining this 

is to sort them into positive and negative impacts, as well as short-term and long-term 

impacts. Beginning with short-term impacts, this form is related to the initial frustration and is 

often characterized by feelings of anger, impotency and guilt (Morley et al., 2019). Lazarus 
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(1999) suggests that emotions originating from being obstructed from doing what we believe 

is morally right are not pure emotions but rather “ambiguous negative states”. This means that 

moral stress can be viewed as a distinctive set of stress reactions. It is also highlighted that 

support for the notion that moral stress is not purely an emotional state comes from the fact 

that we use at least two different value systems when making moral decisions. One value 

system concerns cognitive responses when we reason with ourselves, and the other concerns 

emotional responses—what we intuitively think is right and wrong. These systems are also 

linked to different parts of our brains, where cognitive reasoning take place in the cortex and 

emotions are linked to impulses from the limbic system (Gross, 2007; Lazarus, 1999). 

Much research has been devoted to long-term negative effects of moral stress. Severe 

moral stress can develop to be more or less chronic and result in ‘moral injury’ (Litz et al., 

2009; Nash et al., 2013; Molendijk, 2018). To take part in, or even just to witness, actions that 

break deeply held beliefs and commitments may lead to harmful feelings of guilt and shame. 

Long-term effects can also involve a weakening and change of one´s own moral convictions. 

This can lead to difficulties differentiating between right and wrong, a state which has been 

labeled moral detachment, moral disengagement, or moral numbness (Litz et al., 2009; 

Moore, 2015). In an attempt to integrate the concepts of moral distress and moral injury into 

the concept of moral stress, Grimell and Nilsson (2020) have proposed a model highlighting 

and clarifying the concepts and their interrelationships.  

Research on the long-term effects of moral stress has also investigated potential 

positive effects in the long run, since negative experiences also constitute opportunities to 

learn and develop from. In 1995, Tedeschi and Calhoun coined the concept ‘posttraumatic 

growth’. However, later findings are mixed and it seems that such growth requires that the 

individuals involved handle the traumatic events in a constructive manner (Jayawickreme & 

Blackie, 2014). Long-term positive effects can involve an increased awareness of the 
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importance of moral issues, which can in turn contribute to favorable organizational 

consequences. Tigard (2019) talks about the potential positive value of moral distress. The 

person improves his or her ability to evaluate and solve complex ethical and organizational 

questions (Kallenberg et al., 2016).  

Organizational Factors Related to Moral Stress 

What has not been studied extensively, however, is the potential significance of work 

organizational conditions in military contexts for the development of individual moral stress 

reactions. Due to their potential impact, and the fact that relevant studies are relatively few, 

four promising organizational conditions regarded as relevant in the present study case will be 

elaborated below. 

Leadership. A study by Olsen, Eid and Johnsen (2006) demonstrated the connection 

between moral reasoning and moral identity in leaders and various aspects of transformative 

leadership behavior. Two other aspects have been noted in the broad realm of research on 

transformational leadership (e.g. Bass & Riggio, 2006). The first concerns leaders’ 

willingness to confront problematic behaviors and cultures within the organization. The 

second aspect is related to leaders’ ability to support and mentor subordinates who have been 

involved in morally difficult situations.  

Squires and Peach (2020) reported on two large-scale studies among the Canadian 

Armed Forces of relevance here. They found that successful leadership was characterized by 

an effective balancing of competing demands, priorities, and goals. Such leadership was 

associated with less role stress among subordinates, higher morale, organizational 

identification, and propensity to remain in the armed forces. However, the question of moral 

aspects was not directly addressed. 
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Policy. An important aspect when it comes to prevention of moral stress is a given 

organization´s policy and the degree to which it provides employees organizational support. A 

review of the literature (Rhoades & Eisenberger, 2002) found that the most important factors 

regarding perceived organizational support were (1) fairness, (2) supervisor support, and (3) 

organizational rewards and favorable job conditions). This can be described as a necessary but 

insufficient condition. It is equally important that leaders at all levels in the organization act in 

accordance with the values expressed in policy documents. If leaders act as exemplary 

models, this breeds trust in the organization and vice versa (Larsson et al., 2018).  

Selection. There is a rich body of research on how to assess stress management in 

selection situations (Lenzenweger, 2015). However, scientific evidence regarding optimal 

selection methods related to moral stress appears to be lacking. Given the fact that there is a 

high degree of likelihood in some organizations that their members will have to face moral 

dilemmas, this calls for new research efforts. In the absence of evidence, Kallenberg et al. 

(2016) suggest that well established methods to assess mental stability, social competence, 

and stress management skills should be used. 

Education, training, and exercises. The lack of research on moral stress in selection 

contexts also holds true when it comes to education, training, and exercises. Research on 

stress management shows that it is generally better to be educated, trained, and have taken 

part in stressful exercises, than to not have this experience (Wisén et al., 2022). Military 

examples include the fact that officers during pre-deployment training going on an 

international mission are encouraged to write a letter where they explain their last will in case 

the worst happens (Swedish Armed Forces, 2021). 
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Concluding Remarks and Purpose of the Second Study in the Dissertation 

Based on the above presentation of research on moral stress, the purpose of the second 

work in the dissertation (study 2) was to identify and gain a deeper understanding of 

environmental, organizational, and group conditions, and leadership-related issues in 

particular, reported as being important in severely stressful situations involving a moral 

stressor faced by military and police officers. The presented challenges involved in temporary 

groups and the development of swift trust, as well as in moral dilemmas and moral stress, 

point to the importance of individual adaptability on the part of military leaders. This will be 

illuminated further in the upcoming section. 

Referring to the aforementioned assumption of an interconnection between swift trust 

and moral stress, the third study area, adaptability, follows naturally in light of demands for 

rapid and flexible handling of unexpected situations in modern comprehensive approach-

oriented missions. The third and final section of the literature below will therefore focus on 

military leaders´ adaptability. 

Adaptability 

In broad terms, the concept of adaptability concerns cognitive, behavioral as well as 

emotional alterations that assist in successfully responding to unique and ambiguous 

situations (Oleszkiewicz et al., 2022). An increasingly important issue for military 

organizations revolves around what characterizes effective operational leadership during 

irregular warfare. Soldiers and officers who serve in missions abroad are faced with threats 

that are often unpredictable and difficult to protect themselves against. Examples include 

buried Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs), suicide bombers who with the naked eye cannot 

be distinguished from the civilian population, or suddenly ending up under fire during a 

routine mission (Fors Brandebo & Larsson, 2012). A common factor for these threats is that 
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they often place some form of demands on the leader's adaptability to master them in the best 

way. 

Adaptive behavior in work related settings refers to the extent to which individuals can 

respond to, cope with, and support changes that are considered important behavior for both 

individuals and organizations (Wu et al., 2017). The cognitive perspective of stress (Lazarus, 

1999) focuses on appraisal and coping processes when it comes to adaptation to new 

situations. Other perspectives, such as the psychoanalytic one, emphasize unconscious 

processes and activation of memories of earlier stressful situations (Wallenius, 2001). A third 

perspective is the biological Darwinian one, according to which automatic and genetic threat-

detecting systems are activated in new situations (Wallenius, 2001). The latter two 

perspectives will not be further elaborated on here, but show the breadth of the adaptability 

concept.  

There are several aspects of adaptability. Proactive adaptability refers to the ability to 

anticipate a need for change and act accordingly. Reactive adaptability takes place when 

changes in the environment have occurred, calling for accommodation (Griffin & Hesketh, 

2003). A different way of categorizing adaptive behaviors concerns an individual’s capacity 

to predict environmental changes. In this regard, proactive behaviors occur when an 

individual anticipates that changes are vital. On the other hand, if the environment changed in 

an unanticipated way for an individual, reactive behaviors refer to behaviors that compensate 

for such change (Ployhart & Bliese, 2006). Interpersonal adaptability has been characterized 

as an explicit part of individual adaptability (Pulakos et al., 2000) and concerns the 

individual´s ability to change according to the demands of different social environments 

(Oliver & Livens, 2014; Ployhart & Bliese, 2006; Semadar et al., 2006). Additionally, it has 

been suggested that interpersonal adaptability also consists of an individual’s behavior, 

thoughts, and emotions in relation to interpersonal communication, in order to accomplish 
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certain objectives (Oliver & Livens, 2014). It could also be argued that adaptability is closely 

related to the field of decision making (Klein et al., 2014). 

 Interpersonal adaptability appears to be receiving more research attention in response 

to more fluid work environments and work performed by teams (Kozlowski et al., 1996; 

Ohlsson, 2020; Pulakos et al., 2000). Interpersonal adaptability also seems to be a critical 

factor for effective knowledge-sharing among employees in workplace settings (Malik & 

Kanwal, 2018). 

Returning to the cognitive stress perspective (Lazarus, 1999), an extension of 

problem-focused coping has been labeled innovative coping (Bruce & West, 1994). This 

concerns an individual´s ability to actively change aspects of a situation. If circumstances are 

appraised by an individual as difficult but not impossible, he or she is more likely to invest 

extra energy in order to accomplish the task (Luthans, 2002). However, if appraisal processes 

do not match reality this can be problematic. If an event is appraised as impossible to affect 

when it in fact can be affected, necessary problem-focused efforts will not take place. On the 

other hand, maladaptive outcomes may also arise when an individual appraises a situation as 

controllable when it is not. This can lead to problem-focused coping behaviors that lead to no 

improvement or even a worse situation (Folkman, 1984).  

In recent years, researchers have repeatedly highlighted adaptability as an important 

success factor in modern working life (Oliver & Lievens, 2014). Changing and dynamic 

environments have created a need for adaptable workers (Pulakos et al., 2000). Other scholars 

such as Bonanno et al. (2004) have placed great emphasis on the closely related concept of 

flexibility to successfully manage various forms of trauma. They argue that the concept of 

expressive flexibility—an individual's ability to both strengthen and restrain emotional 

expressions based on the situation—predicts an individual's long-term adjustment. Through 

an experimental study, the participants' expressive flexibility was examined and they were 
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able to demonstrate that expressive flexibility predicted better self-rated adaptation over a 

two-year period. A follow-up study (Westphal, Seivert & Bonanno, 2010) demonstrated the 

stability of expressive flexibility over a three-year period, and could also replicate the 

relationship between expressive flexibility and adaptability. In order to obtain a more 

objective measure than self-assessment, the participants' close friends were used instead to 

make estimates. Finally, they were also able to demonstrate that the relationship between 

expressive flexibility and adaptability was particularly prominent in times of high levels of 

cumulative stress among participants, especially when expressive flexibility was measured in 

situations of immediate threat. See also Gupta and Bonanno (2011) and Gross (2007).  

According to Levy et al. (1998), social influence theory describes how individuals 

navigate in social relationships to obtain specific outcomes. Such skills could be regarded as 

specific aspects of adaptive behavior (Ohlsson, 2020) and also bear resemblance to 

networking, another form of adaptive inter-personal behavior that is often highlighted as 

important in modern working life. Previously it was mostly viewed as an ability benefiting 

skilled individuals, however more recent studies have also shown its beneficial effects for 

organizations (Gibson et al., 2014; Uhl-Bien, 2018). Building on this, it has been suggested 

that two overarching skills (factors) are important for adaptive behavior, smooth power and 

political skills (Ohlsson, 2020). Given the broad nature of adaptability, it follows logically 

that the concept has been related to high performance in a wide array of sectors, such as sales 

achievements (Spiro & Weitz, 1990), teaching effectiveness (Collie & Martin, 2016), and 

academic accomplishments (Martin et al., 2013) to name a few. Additionally, it has also been 

studied in relation to military contexts (e.g. Bartone, 2013), a theme which will be further 

elaborated below. 
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Individual Adaptability in the Military Context 

From a military point of view, the concept of adaptability seems to have gained 

increasing interest since September 11, 2001 and the subsequent wars in Afghanistan and 

Iraq. Soldiers in these environments do not normally encounter regular armies, but 

terrorists/rebels who fight through unconventional methods. An enemy that is ambiguous and 

difficult to predict demands new and often creative ways of acting. Being able to adapt to the 

opponent becomes a prerequisite for being able to perform well. These conditions have been 

described in studies of the Swedish Armed Forces international efforts by Ohlsson et al. 

(2014), as well as by Larsson et al. (2017). 

Modern technology increases the pressure by providing information, perhaps 

sometimes too much, while limiting the available time to consider, decide, and act. Salas et al. 

(2007) argued that modern operational environments are characterized by a historically high 

degree of variation and change that requires teams and operational leaders with high skills in 

relation to flexibility and adaptability. To succeed, the operational leader must quickly 

integrate, synthesize, and decide. The operational leader's ability to adapt to different 

situations can therefore be crucial. 

A literature study focusing on adaptability by Friman et al. (2007) showed that there is 

a lack of relevant empirical studies focusing on modern warfare from a leadership 

perspective. A study in the military environment by Bartone et al. (2013) used a taxonomy 

developed by Pulakos et al. (2000; 2002) to study adaptability. The results showed that the 

factor ‘hardiness’ among cadets who studied their last year at the West Point Military 

Academy not only predicted the cadets' leadership performance at West Point, but also their 

adaptability (self-esteem and supervisor's estimate) three years after graduation. Hannah et al. 

(2013) studied military leaders' self-complexity from both a psychological and neurological 

perspective to investigate effects on adaptability in decision-making. The results showed that 
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both the psychometric and the neurological measurements were related to the participants' 

adaptability in decision-making. 

Bowles et al. (2017) present a literature review on adaptive leadership in higher 

military and governmental settings. They identify the following five competencies that top 

leaders need to cultivate to transform a conventional organization into an adaptive one: 

trustworthiness, communicativeness, emotional intelligence, tolerance of ambiguity, and 

hardiness. The authors also pinpoint strategies to enhance these competencies. However, the 

relevance of these findings for lower-level officers in unpredictable field situations is unclear.  

While the topic has attracted the attention of several authors in the military sector in 

recent years, most articles are published in popular science journals rather than in scientific 

journals. Knowledge of what characterizes highly adaptable military leaders remains limited. 

Critical unanswered questions related to lower level hierarchical leadership regarding 

adaptability include: (1) what antecedent individual and contextual characteristics have higher 

versus lower importance?; (2) what specific situational individual and contextual aspects are 

important?; and (3) how do the antecedent and situation-specific factors interact? 

Concluding Remarks and Purpose of the Third Study in the Dissertation 

Based on the above presentation of research on adaptability, the purpose of the third 

and final paper of the dissertation (study 3) was to obtain a deepened understanding regarding 

the following question: What characterizes successful and unsuccessful military leadership at 

a lower hierarchical level when adaptability is needed to handle an unexpected threatening 

event during a peacekeeping or peace enforcement mission in an environment characterized 

by irregular warfare? However, since qualitative studies have low generalizability, the 

obtained results were operationalized into a questionnaire in a second stage in order to 

ascertain whether or not a quantitative study would validate the results.  
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This concludes the presentation of the three core concepts of the dissertation: swift 

trust, moral stress, and adaptability. In the upcoming sections the empirical studies will be 

presented. 
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Method 

This chapter explains the various methods used in the three studies. The chapter will 

begin by showing a table (Table 1) that describes the methods used in each study. This will be 

followed by a methodological rationale, an overview of the research contexts, the samples and 

study procedures, measures and analyses, and finally, ethical considerations. 

Table 1 

Design, Sample and Data Collection for the Papers in the Thesis 

Paper Design Sample Data collection 

1 Qualitative, 50 Norwegian cadets  Questionnaire including  

hierarchical clustering 24 Norwegian officers  open-ended questions 

Nonparametric 317 Swedish cadets 

statistics  190 Swedish officers 

 

2 Qualitative, 16 military cadets  Individual in-depth  

 grounded theory and officers  interviews 

10 police officers 

 

3 Qualitative, 16 Swedish soldiers  Individual in-depth 

 constant comparative and officers  interviews 

 method 

 

 Quantitative, 193 Swedish soldiers Questionnaire  

 descriptive statistics, and officers 

 regression analyses, 
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 path analyses 

 

Methodological Rationale 

Study 1 uses both a qualitative and a quantitative approach, study 2 uses a qualitative 

approach, and study 3 uses a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods. The 

qualitative aspects were used to explore and identify factors that were seen as relevant by the 

informants. The quantitative parts focus on interrelationships between the concepts, 

hypothesis testing and subgroup comparisons. Thus, the thesis as a whole uses a mixed-

methods approach. 

Using a grounded theory inspired coding procedure in all three studies, we were able 

to identify the participants´ main concern related to the respective research questions. We 

were then able to statistically test different hypotheses. In study 3 we also added target-group 

adapted questions in the questionnaire based on the qualitative part. 

Research Contexts, Samples, and Procedures 

Study 1 

The first study aimed to illuminate factors that benefit, or do not benefit, the 

development of swift trust towards leaders in temporary military groups. The selection of 

participants was guided by an ambition to map different military cultures and different 

hierarchical levels. Four different groups of participants were included in the study. The first 

group of participants (n = 50) were cadets at the Royal Norwegian Naval Academy; the 

second group of participants (n = 34) were military officers at the Norwegian Defence 

Command and Staff College; the third group of participants (n = 317) were cadets at the 

Swedish Military Academy; and the fourth group of participants (n = 190) were military 

officers at the Advanced Commander’s Programme and the Staff Course at The Swedish 
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National Defence College. Altogether, 591 individuals took part in the study, representing the 

Army (n = 276), the Navy (n = 160), the Air Force (n = 138), and 17 individuals did not select 

any branch. The gender distribution was 89 percent men (n = 527), 11 percent women (n = 

62), and two individuals did not respond to the gender question. The mean age was 28.8 years 

(SD = 7.58). Among the officers, years of service ranged from three to 30 years with a mean 

of 15.5 years (SD = 4.5). The officers’ ranks were colonel (n = 2), lieutenant colonel (n = 7), 

major (n = 129), captain (n = 84), and lieutenant (n = 1). One officer did not specify rank. 

Data were gathered face to face in classroom settings on separate occasions (one time 

in each class of participants within the four groups presented above) between March 2006 and 

December 2008 (Swedish data collection in 2006 and Norwegian in 2008). 

Study 2 

The aim of the second study was to gain a deeper understanding of contextual and 

leadership-related factors in severely stressful situations involving a moral stressor. The 

selection of informants was inspired by the grounded theory method approach. The aim was 

to capture as wide a variety of experiences and occupational roles as possible (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967; Starrin et al., 1997). Two occupational groups of first-responder character were 

selected: the armed forces and the police. The interview process started out with just a few 

informants, additional names being provided as it continued, and informants consequently 

being selected in accordance with snowball sampling, with the intention to capture as wide a 

variety of experiences and occupational roles as possible (Esaiasson et al., 2003). Contacts at 

the two types of organizations provided names of individuals holding both managerial and 

operative leader positions. In total, 23 Swedish military and police officers, all having 

experience of morally difficult decisions during severely stressful conditions, were 

interviewed. Data were collected by qualitative, semi-structured interviews following a 

prepared interview guide, which had previously been tested in a couple of pilot interviews. 
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The interviews consisted of broad open-ended questions and individually adapted follow-up 

questions. The informants were interviewed individually at their places of work, at the 

premises of the Swedish Defence University, Stockholm, or at the Royal Norwegian Naval 

Academy, Bergen, during the period of February 2011 to September 2012. The interviews 

lasted approximately 45 minutes to 1 hour and 20 minutes, and were all recorded.  

Study 3  

The third study aimed to investigate adaptability among lower-level military leaders in 

unexpected, threatening situations. In the initial qualitative part of the study (henceforth 

labeled study 3A), sixteen individuals were interviewed and all but two were military officers 

(the remaining two were soldiers). All had experience of serving abroad in the Swedish 

Armed Forces. Ten of the informants’ experiences were from peacekeeping missions (Chad, 

Kosovo, and Lebanon), and six individuals had experiences from peace enforcement missions 

(Afghanistan). The selection criteria were that one had to have been involved in an 

unexpected event, which one’s leader adapted to successfully, as well as in an event where he 

or she failed to adapt. Given these criteria, the selection of informants was non-random. Some 

were selected by their superior officer while others received information about the study by e-

mail and subsequently chose to participate. The mean age was 30.5 years, ranging from 25 to 

46 years. Seven of the informants were contracted soldiers and nine were employed officers 

with ranks ranging from second lieutenant to captain. Fifteen participants were male and one 

was female. Data was collected using semi-structured interviews following a prepared 

interview guide. The interviews took place between March and August 2008, and were mostly 

carried out at the informants’ workplaces. 

In the following quantitative part of the study (labeled study 3B), the participants 

represented one of two Swedish contingents that served in Afghanistan. The first served in 

2008–2009 (n = 76) and the second in 2010 (n = 117). Among these 193 individuals, 102 
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fulfilled the inclusion criteria of having experienced an unexpected and demanding situation 

where they had not been the highest ranked leader (see the Measures section below). The 

gender distribution was 94 % men (n = 96) and 6 % women (n = 6). The mean age was 29.7 

years (SD = 7.9), ranging from 21 to 59 years. Twenty-nine of the participants were 

contracted soldiers and 73 were employed officers with ranks ranging from second lieutenant 

to major. Regarding military branch, 76 individuals represented the Army, 14 the Navy, and 

10 the Air Force. Two individuals did not specify their military branch. Data was gathered 

face to face in auditorium settings on two separate occasions between spring 2009 and autumn 

2011 (data was collected from the first contingent in 2009 and from the second in 2011). 

Measures and Analyses 

Study 1 

The questionnaire consisted of three parts. Part one included conventional socio-

demographic questions, part two was a personality assessment, and part three included 

questions related to swift trust. The instrument Personality Questionnaire (PQ) (Bäccman & 

Carlstedt, 2010) was included in the questionnaire and was used to assess personality. 

Regarding swift trust, the Swift Trust Questionnaire (STQ) (Larsson, 2004) was included in 

the questionnaire. The STQ was designed to map context-specific aspects of trust in leaders in 

temporary groups and consists of three parts. The first part contains a description of a scenario 

with the following instructions: “Think about an episode where you were chosen to be 

included due to your competence. The group included persons with different competences. 

Everyone’s knowledge was needed in order to solve the task in a satisfactory way. Almost 

everyone in the group was new to each other. You had never met the leader of the group 

before. The task had to be solved fast and in an excellent way—there was a lot at stake. 1. 

Describe the situation you are thinking of that fits the information. 2. What was the group’s 

task? 3. What was your role?” The second part consisted of ten questions related to the self-
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selected episode with fixed response alternatives. The Swift Trust Questionnaire ended with 

two open-ended questions with a general introduction phrased, “Think about your reactions 

towards the leader of the group. Give concrete examples regarding what made you 

immediately trust him/her, or what made you not trust him/her.” The first of the two open-

ended questions is phrased, “Specify what contributed to a high level of trust” and the second 

question is phrased, “Specify what contributed to a low level of trust.” 

The respondent’s answers to the two open-ended questions regarding swift trust were 

analyzed by the authors and sorted into clusters according to the clustering method (Miles & 

Huberman, 1984). This is a hierarchical structuring procedure where meaning units (MUs) or 

codes that are interpreted as being closely related to each other are sorted into clusters, and 

these are then sorted into successively more comprehensive categories to better understand 

the phenomenon. Non-parametric tests (Mann-Whitney U test and Kruskal-Wallis one-way 

analysis of variance) were used for all subgroup comparisons. Spearman correlations were 

used to examine relationships between the swift trust model, ordinal-level individual 

characteristics, and outcome ratings. Statistical significance was assumed at p < .05. 

Study 2 

The interview themes were inspired by the model developed by Larsson and 

Hyllengren (2013) and the informants were specifically asked to reflect upon the following 

themes: 

 Background questions such as age, position, education, experience, etc., were 

included.  

 The informants were also asked how they usually prepare for stressful situations. The 

informants were asked to describe the most severely stressful situation involving a 

moral stressor they had taken part in during work. Follow-up questions focused on 
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short and long-term effects and reactions (psychological, physical, and behavioral). 

Other questions included if they had managed to put the event behind them and how 

they perceived daily hassles and uplifts following the event.  

 Questions related to environmental, organizational, and group factors before, during, 

and after the severely stressful event were also included. Questions regarding their 

own leader’s behavior before, during, and after the event were asked. Follow-up 

questions included how the informant, as well as the group, reacted to their leader’s 

behavior.  

All interviews were conducted and analyzed by the authors. First, the interviews were 

transcribed verbatim and examined line by line in order to identify the informants’ 

descriptions, feelings, and actions related to the interview themes. In a second step, the 

meaning units derived this way were then sorted within the interview themes using the 

clustering method (Miles & Huberman, 1984). This is a hierarchical structuring procedure 

where meaning units or codes that are interpreted as being closely related to each other are 

sorted into clusters. Next these clusters are then sorted into successively more comprehensive 

categories to better understand the phenomenon. The interviewing continued until the data 

appeared to have reached a point of saturation, or in other words, when new data confirmed 

the results rather than brought new aspects of the study object to our attention. 

Study 3 

In the initial qualitative part of the study (study 3A), the interviews consisted of open-

ended questions and the informants were initially asked to describe two incidents, one where 

their leader (group or platoon level) had successfully adapted to an unexpected and 

demanding event, and one where their leader had failed to adapt to an unexpected event. The 

informants were then asked to describe their leader’s behavior during the event, the outcome 
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of the event, and many other individual follow-up questions were asked depending on the 

situation described. Regarding leader characteristics, informants were asked to describe their 

leader’s personality, traits, and skills. Regarding general leadership, they were asked to 

describe their leader’s everyday leadership style. The interviews were transcribed verbatim 

and analyzed by the authors according to the constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967). This process consists of examining data line by line in order to identify essential 

meaning units, and then sorting these together into codes and categories. The categories that 

emerged were then sorted into higher level categories. The third and final step consisted of 

fitting together the higher level categories and the categories using the constant comparative 

method. Using Glaser’s (1978) conceptualization, this resulted in a cause-consequence model 

of the studied phenomenon. 

In the subsequent quantitative study (study 3B), the model concepts obtained from 

study 3A were operationalized into a questionnaire, and the suggested relationships between 

the model concepts in study 3A were used as model-based hypotheses in study 3B. Thus, the 

following hypotheses were formulated:  

Hypothesis 1: Favorable scores on leader characteristics will be positively associated 

with favorable scores on general leadership.  

Hypothesis 2: Favorable scores on general leadership (task-oriented and relationship-

oriented leadership behavior) will be positively associated with favorable scores on leadership 

during the unexpected event.  

Hypothesis 3: Favorable leadership scores during the unexpected event will be 

positively associated with favorable ratings of the outcome of the incident. 

The questionnaire consisted of two parts. Part one included conventional 

sociodemographic questions. The second part of the questionnaire began with an open 
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question in which the participants were asked to describe an unexpected and demanding 

situation they had encountered during an international mission where the respondent had not 

been the highest ranked leader. The following questions in part two were based upon the 

qualitatively derived model from the first part of the study. The model was operationalized 

into 30 questions spanning the four general categories (see Figure 4). Descriptive statistics 

and correlations (Pearson) were computed. This was followed by three regression analyses 

specified according to the sequential model (see Figure 4). Thus, in the first analysis the eight 

variables designed to measure leader characteristics were regressed on each of the two 

General Leadership Behavior scales simultaneously (general linear model, multivariate model 

in SPSS 22.0). In the second analysis, the two General Leadership Behavior scales were 

regressed on the three scales designed to measure “type of leadership at the decision time” 

(same statistical procedure). In the third and final regression analysis, the type of leadership at 

the decision time was regressed on the Outcome scale (conventional multiple regression 

analysis). In this analysis, the scale balance between structure—initiative and the scale 

balance between leader alone—cooperation by the group variables, were entered in Step 1. In 

Step 2, the balanced handling of time variable was entered, this being an attempt to assess the 

potentially moderating effect of this variable on the effect of the other two balance variables 

on the outcome as suggested by the theoretical model (see Figure 4). A moderation analysis 

was also performed to assess this potentially moderating effect using Hayes’ (2013) file 

‘process.spd’ combined with the SPSS regression procedure. Finally, the whole sequential 

model was tested with a path analysis using Amos. 

Ethical Considerations 

All the studies in this thesis were carried out adhering to the ethical principles 

formulated by the World Medical Association Declaration of Helsinki—ethical principles for 

medical research involving human subjects (2004) and the Swedish Research Council (2000), 



50 
 

including that participation was based on informed consent. This adherence means that the 

four moral principles stipulated by Beauchamp and Childress (2001) were followed 

(autonomy, non-maleficence, beneficence, and justice). The data collection in study 1 took 

place between 2006 and 2008, study 3 data were collected between 2008 and 2011. Both these 

data collections started before the praxis of formal ethical approval was commonly in place in 

work and organizational psychology in work and organizational psychology and no 

application for this were made. However, an informal ethical board (‘ämnesråd’) at the 

Swedish Defence College was informed about the studies. The data collection of study 2 took 

place between 2011 and 2012, and this project was approved by the Swedish Regional Ethics 

Committee of Stockholm (2011, protocol 2011/5:2; 2013, protocol 2013/53:32). The 

participants in all three studies received both oral and written information about the respective 

study, and participation was based on informed consent. 
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Summary of Studies 

Taken together, the three studies aim to provide greater knowledge and understanding 

of operational leadership in three important aspects: trust, moral stress, and adaptability. 

 

Study 1 

Aim and Results  

The purpose of this study was to advance the knowledge regarding the creation of 

swift trust in leaders and the relationship of swift trust to performance. Figure 2 shows the 

hierarchical model that developed from coding the answers to the open-ended questions. It 

embodies all military subgroups (Norwegian and Swedish cadets and officers respectively). 

The model is consistent with factors that benefit the development of swift trust (positive 

evaluation), as well as factors that do not benefit the development of swift trust (negative 

evaluation). Each category in the model exemplifies a certain perspective of the studied 

phenomenon, although to comprehend the phenomenon as a whole, all category levels must 

be taken into consideration. 

The number of responses in the various categories, as well as the difference between 

positive and negative replies, also merits consideration. Concerning the level-1 categories, 

answers related to the leader’s emotional stability, specialist knowledge, and ability to 

encourage involvement and creativity were mentioned most regularly as immediately trust-

building. 

Most categories had a higher occurrence of positive responses than negative, however, 

the contrary was true for a few categories. For instance, the presence of the leader gained 
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modest attention in the positive sense. However if the leader was absent, this was viewed as 

considerably more negative in terms of trust. 

Concerning level-2 categories, answers organized under the categories leadership and 

personal characteristics were mentioned often in both a positive and negative way. On the 

superior category level, Individual-related and Relationship-related characteristics received 

almost the same number of added positive responses. On the contrary, negative answers were 

almost twice as often sorted under relationship-related characteristics, in relation to 

individual-related characteristics. 

Figure 2 

 

A Model of Factors Contributing to Swift Trust (or the lack of it) 
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Study 2 

Aim and results  

The aim of this study was to identify and gain a deeper understanding of 

environmental, organizational, and group conditions, and leadership-related issues in 

particular, reported as being important in severely stressful situations involving a moral 

stressor faced by military and police officers. The analysis of the interviews resulted in 

identification of a hierarchical system of interrelated codes and categories of aspects reported 

as being important in severely stressful situations involving a moral stressor. The developed 

hierarchical conceptual system is presented in Figure 3. Each code, i.e. the lowest hierarchical 

level in the figure (the bullets), represents a bipolar scale ranging from high/much to 

low/little. 

Figure 3 

 

A Model of Contextual Characteristics Related to Moral Stress 
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Study 3 

Aim and results—initial qualitative study (study 3A)  

The aim of the first study was to obtain a deepened understanding regarding the 

following question: what characterizes successful and unsuccessful military leadership at a 

lower hierarchical level when adaptability is needed to handle an unexpected threatening 

event during a peacekeeping or peace enforcement mission in an environment characterized 

by irregular warfare? 

An analysis of the interview responses resulted in a model which is presented in 

Figure 4. 

Figure 4 

 

Conditions that Affect Adaptability when Encountering an Unexpected Event 

The model contains three main parts. The first part describes leader characteristics, the second 

covers general leadership behavior, and the third shows type of leadership during unexpected 

events. The first two parts contain aspects which can be described in terms of one-

dimensional linear relationships from favorable to unfavorable, whereas factors outlined in 
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the third part are assumed to exhibit an inverted-U relationship. The last mentioned aspect 

means that in a given situation there is an optimal level, and that too little or too much can be 

negative. 

Aim and results—following quantitative study (study 3B) 

Since qualitative studies have low generalizability, the obtained results were 

operationalized into a questionnaire (the following study) in order to ascertain whether or not 

a quantitative study would validate the results. Means, standard deviations and bivariate 

correlations are shown in Table 2. The means and standard deviations indicate that the scales 

have satisfactory discriminability. Most correlations are positive and high (correlations of .35 

or higher are statistically significant at the p < .001 level). The exception is the personal 

characteristics scale Openness, which is weakly associated with the other variables. 
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The three model-based regression analyses (see Measures and Analyses above) sharpened the 

outcome of the bivariate correlations (Table 2) with high to moderately high adjusted R² 

coefficients. However, a moderation analysis yielded a non-significant result and a path-

analysis resulted in a poor model fit. 
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Discussion 

The discussion section starts with comments on each of the three main concepts 

studied: Trust and swift trust in temporary groups, moral stress, and adaptability. This will be 

followed by a general discussion of the findings in relation to the overall aim of the thesis: to 

provide a greater understanding of how trust, moral stress, and adaptability affect operational 

leadership among lower-level army leaders. The sections ends with discussions of 

methodological aspects, future research suggestions, and practical implications. 

Trust and Swift Trust in Temporary Groups 

The first question addressed was what factors benefit, or do not benefit, the 

development of swift trust in leaders of temporary military groups. The qualitative analysis of 

responses to open-ended questions suggests that swift trust in such leaders can be understood 

in terms of two higher level categories labeled individual-related characteristics and 

relationship-related characteristics. To the best of my knowledge, this kind of hierarchical 

model is new. In relation to more general models of leadership, the swift trust 

conceptualization appears to fit well into the general person-by-situation interactional 

paradigm (Endler & Magnusson, 1976) applied in the leadership domain (Larsson et al., 

2003). The number of responses in the different categories also sheds light on their relative 

importance for the development of swift trust, or lack thereof. This finding is also new and 

needs to be replicated in further studies. The proposed model offers richer detail than existing 

models of interpersonal trust. Bowles et al. (2017) and Mayer et al. (1995) highlight ability, 

benevolence, and integrity as key factors of perceived trustworthiness. A similar 

conceptualization is presented in a military context by Sweeney et al. (2009), who talk about 

competence, benevolence, and good character.  
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Several of the codes underpinning the category personal characteristics can be related 

to general models of personality, such as the five factor model (McCrae & Costa, 2008). The 

two codes within the category experience and competence resemble the content of the 

‘desirable competences’ in the developmental leadership model (Larsson et al., 2003).  

Regarding the codes and categories in the higher level category labeled relationship-

related characteristics, resemblances to the authentic and transformational leadership models 

are apparent (Bass & Bass, 2008; Bass & Riggio, 2006; Gardner et al., 2005). In line with 

Harrison (2010), who found a positive relationship between transformational leadership and 

trust in a business context, these results seem to suggest there is also a relationship between 

transformational leadership and swift trust in leaders of temporary military groups. There are 

also similarities between these results and Giffin’s (1967) classical work on interpersonal 

aspects contributing to trust.  

The present study also supports Lester’s (2006) suggestion that swift trust is not only a 

cognition-driven construct, since both studies advocate that there is also an emotional 

component to swift trust. The findings also concur with Lapidot et al. (2007, p. 16) who, in a 

military context, found that “behaviors reflecting leader ability and integrity were more salient 

in trust-erosion incidents and that behaviors reflecting leader benevolence were more salient 

in trust-building incidents”. In sum, the high number of meaning units, and the fact that the 

model resembles existing research, can be interpreted as the model having acceptable 

trustworthiness. 

Moral Stress 

The study on moral stress focused on environmental, organizational, and group 

conditions, and leadership issues in particular, in severely stressful situations. The identified 

environmental, organizational, leadership-related, and group aspects resemble findings from 
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general research on work and stress (e.g. Karasek & Theorell, 1990; Kelloway & Barling, 

2010), as well as the aforementioned contextual conditions reported by Larsson and 

Hyllengren (2013). However, the emphasis on one’s own leader’s handling of values and his 

or her ability to confront the senior management when needed, is more clear in the present 

case. One possible explanation of the high similarity is that we investigated episodes 

experienced as being both acutely stressful, and also involving a moral stressor. A different 

approach would be to experimentally keep acute, stressful episodes with and without moral 

stressors, respectively, apart.  

An alternative explanation of the small differences between the present findings and 

results from general work and stress research is that the two cases are in fact comparable 

regarding contextual characteristics. This means that bigger differences may be found 

between moral stressors and more general work-related stressors when one looks at individual 

characteristics in the person-by-situation interactional model (Endler & Magnusson, 1976). 

Given this line of reasoning, it is still an open question as to what degree contextual 

characteristics have an impact at the individual level when it comes to prevention of, and 

recovery from, moral stressors. 

Adaptability 

The paper on adaptability focused on lower-level military leaders and their 

experiences of unexpected, threatening situations. The model that emerged in the initial 

qualitative study (study 3A) demonstrates that adaptive leadership in unexpected, threatening 

events can be understood as being caused by antecedent leader characteristics and general 

leadership behaviors, followed by two balancing acts during the uncertain event affected by 

the amount of available time. Although this is a qualitative study and no general conclusions 

can be drawn, it was still obvious that favorable antecedent leader characteristics were related 

to more favorable general leadership behaviors, which, in turn, were related to a more 
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adaptive handling of the balancing acts during the unexpected situation and an enhanced 

performance. 

Compared with existing research, the model implies a more comprehensive framework 

for understanding military leadership at lower hierarchical levels during unexpected, 

threatening events. In addition to identifying a number of ‘what’ aspects of this leadership, the 

model suggests a causal relationship between these aspects and points to two critical ‘how’ 

aspects of military leadership at the moment of truth—in this case the leadership during the 

unexpected, threatening event. The suggested one-dimensional favorable-unfavorable 

character of the two higher level categories of antecedent leader characteristics, as well as the 

curvilinear (inverted U) character of the balancing acts during the uncertain event, are also 

new. Regarding the postulated inverted-U relationships, the present data offers no guidelines 

on when an extreme is too extreme and what range one can expect to be the most favorable. 

However, the balancing act between structure/follow the rules versus initiative/freedom of 

action, resembles the findings in a study of civilian rescue operation leaders (Alvinius et al., 

2010). 

The aim of the subsequent quantitative study (study 3B) was to test the extent to which 

the model from the initial qualitative study stands when tested quantitatively on a higher 

number of participants. Since qualitative studies have low generalizability, the obtained 

results were operationalized into a questionnaire in order to ascertain whether or not a 

quantitative study would validate the results. The bivariate correlations and the multivariate 

regression analyses yielded reasonable support for the three hypotheses derived from the 

qualitatively generated model. 

When the whole qualitatively generated model was put to a test using path analysis, a 

poor model fit was found. This can probably be explained, at least in part, by the strict 

sequential character of the model. The leader characteristics are assumed to affect the general 
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leadership behaviors, which are then predicted to affect the type of leadership at the decision 

time, which, finally, is proposed to affect the outcome. No by-passing of sequential steps is 

included in the model. As shown by the bivariate correlations in this empirical material, all 

variables were positively correlated (except for Openness). Thus, it could be argued that the 

qualitative analysis yielded a detailed sequence which did not hold up in the result of the 

quantitative analysis. Allowing for all possible bidirectional influences and covariances in a 

path analysis just to obtain a satisfactory model fit was not regarded as meaningful. 

General Discussion 

The three concepts ‘trust and swift trust in temporary groups’, ‘moral stress’, and 

‘adaptability’ have probably always been important in military settings. As mentioned in the 

introduction section, their importance as single phenomena, as well as interrelated concepts, 

has increased as a consequence of the post-cold war military context with altered demands on 

operational leadership skills. 

Each of the three presented studies includes a qualitatively generated model, in two 

cases followed by quantitative analyses. The interactional person-by-situation paradigm 

(Endler & Magnusson, 1976), probably one of the most used perspectives in psychology, will 

be used as the primary framework in this general discussion of all three studies. The person-

side is emphasized in the studies on swift trust in temporary groups and adaptability in 

unexpected situations. Here, the findings include both established personality dimensions 

found in the five factor model (Costa & McCrae, 1992) and target-group specific traits, skills, 

and competences not found together previously. The addition of aspects such as 

intelligence/intellectual style, will/energy, age, physical attributes, and specific skills and 

competences, provides for a deeper understanding of the person-side than can be gathered 

from personality alone. 
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Turning to the situation-side, this was elucidated in all three studies. In the swift trust 

and adaptation studies, the focus was on relationship-aspects of leadership. In the moral stress 

study, a number of potential moral stressors were identified, from the group level up to the 

surrounding environment. However, also in the moral stress study, leadership behaviors were 

highlighted, and several specific behaviors were emphasized. Taken together, the identified 

contextual elements and their relationship with leadership behaviors adds to the conceptual 

understanding when compared to extant and more general models of the work environment 

and moral stress (e.g. Wilkinson, 1987). 

Having pointed to common aspects in the three studies on the person-side and context-

side respectively, I will now turn to a discussion of how these aspects interact. The common 

theme here across the three studies is various aspects of leadership behaviors. The leadership 

behaviors identified in the swift trust and moral stress studies appear to fit nicely in the 

transformational leadership model (Bass & Riggio, 2006). However, the identified managerial 

and decision-making aspects are more peripheral in the transformational leadership model. 

The emphasis of the task at hand and task-related leadership behaviors can be related to the 

classical Ohio State University model (Fleishman & Harris, 1962) and the situational 

leadership model (Hersey et al., 1969/2001). But, once again, the collected picture was richer 

in the present studies of younger army officers than what can be found in the general 

leadership models. 

A complementary theoretical framework used in this general discussion is ethical 

decision making. The core of the concept ethical decision making is related to whether a 

certain decision was preceded by moral reasoning, not its consequences (Jones, 1991). 

Beginning with the development of swift trust in temporary groups, high ethical 

standards on the part of the group leader can be seen in the leadership-related concepts 

identified in study 1, being an exemplary model in particular. Turning to contextual 
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conditions affecting the likelihood of moral stress reactions, the importance of leaders’ 

handling of values, responsibility, and loyalty (study 2) can also be understood from the 

perspective of ethical decision making. Finally, the emphasis on leaders’ inner moral compass 

in study 3 on adaptability can also be related to the ethical decision making concept.  

To sum up, the overall knowledge gained from the three presented studies adds to the 

understanding of young army leaders as persons, the operational context, and the person-

situation interaction in a number of specific leadership behaviors. On the one hand, one could 

argue that this was to be expected when three studies in a limited context were done. On the 

other hand, I would argue that the identified aspects going beyond the general models are 

important in two ways. Firstly, by providing an improved base for future studies on the 

selected empirical segment. Secondly, as a piece of the puzzle, that, taken together with a 

number of other studies can contribute to needed modifications of existing general models.  

This summarizes the main theoretical contributions of the thesis. Practical implications 

for leadership will be commented on in the final part of the discussion. 

Methodological Aspects 

Overall Methodological Considerations 

A mixed-methods design was used in this thesis. According to Wisdom and Creswell 

(2013), there are several advantages of using a mixed-methods design. These include an 

illumination of potential contradictions between qualitative findings and quantitative results, 

giving voice to the study participants and ensuring that the study findings are grounded in the 

participants’ experiences. Katerndahl et al. (2012) have argued that combining qualitative and 

quantitative methods can help obtain a richer picture. An illustration is that target-group-

specific questions in the questionnaire were derived from preceding qualitative results. This 
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can be assumed to have contributed to perceived relevance when participants were answering 

the questions in the questionnaire.  

A drawback of qualitative methods is a lack of generalizability. This, on the other 

hand, is not the purpose of qualitative studies. In this thesis, the populations in the study 

samples mainly consist of military cadets and officers. Given the fact that the quantitative 

study samples were drawn from both Norway and Sweden, I conclude that the results are 

generalizable at least to the Nordic region. However, the restriction of the data collection to 

Norwegian and Swedish participants limits the possibility of generalizing the results beyond 

the Scandinavian context. The male dominance in the military context also prevents 

generalizations to female-dominated or mixed-gender work environments. 

In addition to limited generalizability, a common weakness of all three reported 

studies is that they all are based on cross-sectional, self-reported data only. This means that 

causal inferences from obtained qualitatively derived categories and quantitatively obtained 

relationships between variables cannot be made. There is also a risk of single source bias 

(Podsakoff et al., 2003). Longitudinal designs and data collections in a broader variety of 

organizational settings would have been desirable. Additional study-specific methodological 

strengths and weaknesses are reported in the separate studies. My overall evaluation of the 

methodological part of the thesis is that it fulfills traditional quality criteria of both qualitative 

and quantitative studies. Some further arguments on this are presented below. 

Qualitative Approach in the Studies 

In the following section, a discussion inspired by Stensvehagen (2022) in a broad 

sense of the quality in the qualitative parts of the theses is presented. The arguments relate to 

the qualitative methodological aspect of study 2 in particular, but also partly to study 3 (the 

qualitative part of study 1 was limited to a hierarchical clustering procedure). 
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In the grounded theory (GT) methodology, it is possible to evaluate credibility in four 

different ways: fit, workability, relevance, and modifiability (Glaser, 2010). Fit is used instead 

of validity in GT and refers to the categories generated systematically on the basis of the data. 

Generally, the developed theory must fit the substantive area in which it will be used (Glaser 

& Strauss, 1967). We followed the process of constantly going back to the data, to examine 

whether we found a fit with the data, and we attempted to remain open to any events that 

occurred during the data collection and analysis. 

The concept of workability is used to evaluate how the emerging concepts can be 

related to the participants´ main concern (Glaser, 2010). Following discussions among the 

authors, the model with the higher level category ‘Contextual characteristics’ and the 

categories ‘Environment’, ‘Organization’, ‘Leadership’, and ‘Group’ emerged. This explains 

the particular contextual aspects which are related to individual moral stress reactions. By 

explaining what is happening in the data, predicting what is going to happen, and being able 

to explain what is happening in the area being researched, our aim was to meet the criteria of 

workability in GT (Glaser, 2010). 

To ensure relevance in GT, we conducted interviews with as few predetermined 

questions as possible, to ensure that the participants´ main concern or main problem arose and 

not what we, as researchers, assumed (Glaser, 2010). Although in GT the aim is not to force 

data, there must be a starting point for the data collection, and this was solved by creating an 

interview guide with a few open questions. 

Modifiability pertains to GT having partial closure, because new ideas and more data 

can change or modify the developed substantive theory. This is, therefore, an ongoing 

process, and all GT studies have the potential for further development (Glaser, 2010). In 

general, there are several sources of new ideas and possibilities via which the proposed model 

could be modified. By further exploring the theoretical model, this could advance the model 
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developing into a grounded formal theory and being transferable to a broader area (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967). 

Quantitative Approach in the Studies 

In this section, some general methodological aspects of the quantitative parts of the thesis will 

be discussed. Validity in cross-sectional studies refers to how accurately the concepts are 

measured, and reliability refers to the accuracy of the chosen instruments (Heale & Twycross, 

2015). 

Beginning with reliability, acceptable to high Cronbach alpha coefficients were 

obtained in studies 1 and 3 (study 2 did not include a quantitative analysis). Turning to 

validity, a mixture of established scales and scales built-up by target-group-specific items, 

were generated from the qualitative parts of the studies. Adding target group- specific items to 

the established and validated scales was considered to increase the relevance for the target-

group and, thereby, strengthen the content validity of the data collection. However, these 

newly constructed items have not been validated before, which is a limitation. 

Suggestions for Further Research 

All studies in the present thesis are cross-sectional and performed in a small subset of work 

environments. Thus, the obvious proposal for further research is to conduct longitudinal 

studies in a broad spectrum of contexts. In addition to this, a few additional suggestions 

related to the individual study themes are presented in the following. 

Regarding swift trust in temporary groups, a first suggestion is to conduct a study on 

leaders of temporary groups. The study reported in this thesis was based on reports from 

subordinates. A qualitative in-depth study where leaders could reflect on their own strengths 

and weaknesses as contributors to swift trust in temporary groups could yield new and 

interesting knowledge. A second suggestion is to study temporary groups leaders’ ability to 
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create swift trust from the perspective of selection and training. That is, are there some leader 

characteristics that should be more highlighted at the selection stage and some skills that can 

be trained? A third suggestion draws on the mixed findings of the effects of high swift trust 

levels. Thus, in the case of military field officers, under what conditions can high levels of 

swift trust in leaders be harmful? 

Turning to moral stress, the episodes included in the present study generally consisted 

of a combination of acute stress and moral stress. An experimental approach where some 

acute, stressful episodes included moral stressors and some did not, could yield deepened 

knowledge on the relative importance of moral stress. Another intervention-oriented 

suggestion is to study potential beneficial effects on moral stress reactions using emotion 

regulatory self-reflection training (e.g. Crane et al., 2019). 

When it comes to adaptability finally, the instrument needs to be validated in 

additional studies before it can be used in training, and one suggestion is to conduct a similar 

kind of study directed at higher hierarchical levels, where actions within seconds or minutes 

are seldom required. This could also lead to a refinement of the developed questionnaire, 

making it more generally applicable. This could preferably be conducted in diverse arenas 

with participants representing both military and civilian contexts. 

Practical Implications 

Practical implications from all three studies involve: (1) individual-level aspects such as 

increased self-monitoring and becoming more conscious of oneself in relation to the studied 

phenomena; (2) group-level aspects such as team reflection; and (3) organizational-level 

aspects such as a targeted selection and education. 

Coaching and feedback using the presented findings can enhance self-awareness and 

improve group processes related to the creation of swift trust in temporary groups. The study 
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on moral stress suggests that well documented stress management methods can also be used 

in the case of moral stressors. A final practical recommendation is to use the questionnaire 

developed in the study on adaptability in workshops in officer education programs.  
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