Research Journal of Business and Finance s
Vol. 5 No. 2 (2026): ISSN (Online): 2958-8634 —_
DOI: https:/ /doi.org/10.58721 /s673rq84 ,“b
Trust as Strategic Capital: Mergers, Acquisitions, and Co-Creation in Global Business

Trust as Strategic Capital: Mergers, Acquisitions, and Co-
Creation in Global Business

Ali Ibrahim Roba & Jobic Onyango Nyamai
United States International University - Africa, Kenya

Article History
Received: 29.01.2026
Revised: 02.08.2026
Accepted: 08.08.2026
Published: 13.08.2026

Keywords
Acquisitions
Co-creation
Mergers

Strategic alliances

Abstract

Contemporary strategic management places heavy weight on
contractual sophistication and financial structuring to govern
mergers, acquisitions, and co-creation partnerships, yet these
formal mechanisms routinely fail to explain why some of the most
consequential transactions succeed while others, with comparable
financial logic, collapse. This article advances trust as strategic
capital as a conceptual framework for this gap: trust, understood
through the ability, benevolence, and integrity dimensions of
Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman's (1995) model of organisational

trust, lowers the perceived risk of sharing proprietary knowledge
How to cite: and accepting mutual vulnerability, enabling cooperation that
Roba, A. L, & Nyamai, J. O. (2026). ~contractual protection alone cannot secure. Drawing on
Trust as Strategic Capital: Mergers, - Commitment-Trust Theory, the Mayer-Davis-Schoorman model,
Acquisitions, and Co-Creation in 54 goja Capital Theory, the paper develops this argument
Global Business. Research Journal of . . . ]
Business and Finance, 5(2), 13-26. through purposively selected, illustrative case narratives across the
automotive, technology, pharmaceutical, and aviation sectors,
including the Toyota-Subaru co-development, the Pfizer-BioNTech
vaccine co-creation, the Microsoft-OpenAl partnership, and the
Daimler-Chrysler merger as a contrasting case of trust deficit. It
draws a conceptual parallel with indigenous African trust
architectures, particularly the Somali hagbad, hawala, and xeer
systems and the Ubuntu philosophy of Southern Africa, as
illustrations that trust-based governance finds expression across
formal and informal institutional environments. It introduces the
concept of trust optics as a determinant of leadership legitimacy in
corporate and political contexts, and advances a multi-level trust
architecture for understanding how individual, organisational, and
institutional trust interact to shape cooperative outcomes. The
paper concludes, as a conceptual proposition rather than a
statistically tested causal claim, that trust functions as a necessary
enabling condition for deep, knowledge-intensive cooperation.

Introduction

Trust is the foundational currency of business relationships. Before a firm signs a contract, commits
capital, or opens its operations to a partner's scrutiny, it must first answer a more fundamental
question: can we trust them? This judgement determines who firms choose to work with, how deeply
they collaborate, and whether the value they create together is sustained or destroyed. Mayer, Davis,
and Schoorman (1995) define trust as the willingness to accept vulnerability based on positive
expectations of another party's intentions and competence, a definition that captures both the
relational and the rational dimensions of what trust demands: not blind faith, but a calculated
confidence, grounded in evidence of ability, benevolence, and integrity, that makes genuine
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cooperation possible. Without it, even strategically rational partnerships collapse under self-
protective behaviour, information hoarding, and mutual suspicion.

Trust has become more consequential than ever, for two reinforcing reasons. First, value creation has
shifted decisively toward inter-firm collaboration, as the self-sufficient, vertically integrated firm gives
way to strategic interdependence generated through partnerships, alliances, co-development, and
ecosystem participation (Dyer & Singh, 2018; Lumineau et al., 2021). In this environment, the depth
and quality of collaboration, the degree to which partners genuinely share knowledge and coordinate
decisions, is a central enabling condition of competitive outcome, and that depth is a direct function
of trust. Second, the limits of formal contractual governance have become apparent as the most
valuable cooperation involves tacit knowledge, long horizons, and complex interdependencies that
no contract can fully specify. The Edelman Trust Barometer (2024) reports that 61 per cent of global
respondents believe business leaders deliberately mislead the public, while the PwC Trust in Business
Survey (2023) finds that high-trust organisations outperform low-trust peers by 40 per cent in market
growth and 50 per cent in innovation output. Trust is not a soft relational variable but a consequential
form of strategic capital whose presence enables value creation and whose absence systematically
destroys it.

The strategic significance of trust is sharpest in three interconnected decisions: to merge, to acquire,
and to co-create. Mergers and acquisitions, the most capital-intensive commitments firms make, fail
at rates of 50 to 70 percent (Rouzies et al., 2019), and the primary mechanism of failure is not financial
mispricing or strategic misfit but trust deficit, the erosion of commitment and knowledge-sharing that
occurs when the people of combining organisations do not trust each other's intentions, values, or
competence (Weber & Tarba, 2022). Co-creation demands even deeper commitment: firms must share
proprietary knowledge, accept mutual vulnerability, and coordinate across boundaries over long
timeframes. No contract can govern that depth of collaboration; what makes it possible is trust built
on demonstrated ability, genuine benevolence, and consistent integrity (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman,
1995; Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2018).

This paper advances three interconnected arguments. First, trust functions in strategic decision-
making not as a soft relational variable but as a form of capital, what this paper terms trust as strategic
capital, whose presence enables cooperation and value creation and whose erosion is closely
associated with the destruction of both. Second, the decision to co-create is fundamentally a trust-
based decision: firms co-create when they trust that a partner's abilities, intentions, and integrity
justify sharing proprietary knowledge and accepting interdependence. Third, the trust mechanisms
operating in celebrated global M&A and co-creation successes share deep structural parallels with
Africa's indigenous trust architectures, particularly the Somali hagbad, hawala, and xeer systems and
the Ubuntu philosophy of Southern Africa; while institutional forms differ, cooperation in both rests
on reputation, reciprocity, and community accountability rather than centralised enforcement,
suggesting that trust-based governance is not solely a Western invention but a logic expressed across
formal and informal environments.

The paper proceeds by establishing the theoretical foundations of trust as strategic capital; analysing
trust in mergers, acquisitions, and co-creation through documented cases; introducing the concept of
trust optics in governance; examining Africa's indigenous trust architectures; advancing a multi-level
conceptual framework; and drawing implications for business and policy.

Commitment-Trust Theory and Strategic Cooperation

Morgan and Hunt's (1994) commitment-trust theory of relationship marketing provides a
foundational lens for understanding the strategic role of trust in inter-firm cooperation. Drawing on
data from automobile dealers and their supplier networks, they showed that trust and commitment
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are the central mediating variables through which relational exchange generates cooperative
outcomes, and that shared values, open communication, and demonstrated reliability are their
primary antecedents. The model's power lies in its generalisability: the mechanisms through which
trust generates cooperation in supplier relationships are structurally identical to those in M&A
integration, co-development partnerships, and cross-sector alliances. Dwyer, Schurr, and Oh (1987)
further established that buyer-seller relationships evolve through developmental stages, with trust
the critical enabling variable for progression from exploratory engagement toward fuller
commitment, a logic visible in alliances such as Renault-Nissan and Microsoft-OpenAl, where
cooperation expanded only after trust was established (Browne, 2023).

The Mayer-Davis-Schoorman Model: Ability, Benevolence, and Integrity

Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman's (1995) integrative model offers the most analytically precise account
of why trust is a precondition of strategic cooperation. Perceived trustworthiness is a function of three
dimensions: ability, the competence to perform in the relevant domain; benevolence, genuine concern
for the trustor's welfare beyond contractual obligation; and integrity, adherence to principles the
trustor finds acceptable. These are not equally weighted across contexts. In M&A, ability perceptions,
the confidence that the target possesses the capabilities justifying the premium, dominate initially
(Bauer et al., 2016); in co-creation, benevolence, the confidence that a partner will not appropriate
shared value, is the critical threshold (Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2018); in long-term alliances, integrity,
honouring commitments when defection is momentarily advantageous, most predicts durability
(Krishnan et al., 2022). Applied illustratively, the Daimler-Chrysler failure can be read through the
integrity dimension, and the Renault-Nissan Alliance's endurance through the integrity-based trust
the model identifies; both cases are examined in detail below (Badrtalei & Bates, 2016; Schriber et al.,
2019).

Social Capital Theory and the Trust Infrastructure of Alliance Networks

Social Capital Theory, developed by Portes and Vickstrom (2023) and extended by Putnam (Kearns et
al., 2022) and Algan and Cahuc (2022), provides the macro-level complement to the micro-level
Mayer-Davis-Schoorman framework. Social capital, the resources embedded in networks of
relationships, enables outcomes impossible in its absence, with trust and social norms its primary
mechanisms. Firms embedded in high-trust ecosystems consistently achieve better alliance outcomes
than equally capable firms in low-trust ones, because the network's trust infrastructure reduces
information asymmetries, lowers monitoring costs, and supplies reputational enforcement that
substitutes for costly contracting (Lumineau et al., 2021; Dyer & Singh, 2018). Toyota's supply system
illustrates the principle: its trust architecture combines intensive knowledge-sharing, long-term
commitment, and reciprocal investment in supplier capability (Sako & Zylberberg, 2019), enabling
suppliers to co-innovate at a depth arms-length relationships cannot match.

Transaction-Cost Economics: Trust as a Substitute for Contractual Governance

Williamson's (1985) Transaction-Cost Economics clarifies the economic logic of trust-based
governance. Transaction costs, the costs of search, negotiation, monitoring, and enforcement, vary
with asset specificity, uncertainty, and frequency, and governance structures are chosen to minimise
them. Trust-based governance lowers these costs by substituting behavioural confidence for
monitoring, enabling investment in relationship-specific assets without contractual protection for
every contingency and allowing adaptation through mutual adjustment rather than renegotiation.
Trust is therefore not merely a complement to contracting but an economic substitute that grows more
valuable as relationships become more complex, knowledge more tacit, and horizons longer. The
Pfizer-BioNTech partnership illustrates this: BioNTech had to share its proprietary mRNA platform
with Pfizer's manufacturing infrastructure on a timeline that made comprehensive contracting
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impossible, and what made it feasible was trust, producing a vaccine in nine months rather than the
typical ten years (Bourla, 2021; Hunter, 2022).

Trust in Mergers and Acquisitions: Global Evidence

The M&A literature presents one of the most consistent findings in strategic management: most
mergers fail to create value for acquirers, with failure rates estimated at 50 to 70 percent across decades
(Haleblian et al., 2023; Christensen et al., 2021). Where early explanations emphasised financial
mispricing, strategic misfit, and integration complexity, more recent work identifies trust deficit as
the primary mechanism through which integration value is destroyed: when employees of acquired
firms do not trust the acquirer's intentions, they withhold cooperation, hoard knowledge, reduce
effort, and leave, taking the human and relationship capital that constituted the acquisition's value
(Weber & Tarba, 2022; Rouzies et al., 2019).

The Daimler-Chrysler Merger: Trust Deficit and Value Destruction

The 1998 merger of Daimler-Benz and Chrysler, announced as a merger of equals, produced one of
the most comprehensively documented cases of trust deficit-driven value destruction. Chrysler's
leadership and workforce rapidly concluded that Daimler's representations of equality were
inconsistent with actual governance, in which Daimler executives assumed leadership of key
functions and treated Chrysler as an acquisition. The integrity deficit, the gap between stated values
and observable behaviour, drove a commitment collapse, the departure of Chrysler's most capable
leaders, and the forced 2007 sale to Cerberus. The case is instructive precisely because the financial
rationale was sound, the strategic logic defensible, and the contract comprehensive; what was absent
was trust, and its absence was sufficient to render the other inputs ineffective (Badrtalei & Bates, 2016;
Schriber et al., 2019).

The Renault-Nissan-Mitsubishi Alliance: Trust as Alliance Architecture

The Renault-Nissan Alliance, begun in 1999 when Renault took a 36.8 percent stake in the near-
bankrupt Nissan, is the most studied case of trust-based M&A success in the sector. Its durability
across two decades, its 2016 expansion to include Mitsubishi, and its survival of the 2018 Ghosn crisis
are attributable to a trust architecture deliberately engineered into its governance. The Alliance Cross-
Company Teams brought together engineers and managers from each partner, generating the inter-
organisational trust that allowed proprietary technology and know-how to be shared across
competing brands, and by 2019 the Alliance had generated an estimated EUR 5.7 billion in annual
synergies (Renault-Nissan-Mitsubishi Alliance, 2019). Balanced equity cross-holdings, joint
governance bodies, and transparent synergy measurement were institutional expressions of that trust
architecture.

The Facebook-Instagram Acquisition: Trust in Talent Retention

Facebook's 2012 acquisition of Instagram for USD 1 billion, mocked as overpriced for a thirteen-person
company with no revenue, is now recognised among the most value-generative acquisitions in
technology, with Instagram's standalone value exceeding USD 100 billion by 2018 (Bloomberg
Intelligence, 2018). Its success rested less on financial resources than on the trust Zuckerberg
established with founders Kevin Systrom and Mike Krieger through commitments that Instagram
would operate independently, preserve its product culture, and retain leadership autonomy. These
integrity-based signals secured the talent retention and product continuity that generated the value
(Stone, 2017). The later erosion of that trust, as Facebook constrained Instagram's independence, drove
both founders' 2018 resignations, showing how trust withdrawal destroys the value trust had built.

The Tata-Jaguar Land Rover Acquisition: Cross-Cultural Trust-Building
Tata Motors' 2008 acquisition of Jaguar Land Rover from Ford for USD 2.3 billion, completed during
the financial crisis when both brands were loss-making, produced a remarkable turnaround: by 2012
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JLR's revenues had tripled and it contributed the majority of Tata Motors' consolidated profits (Tata
Motors, 2022). Success is directly attributable to the trust Tata established with JLR's workforce,
management, and the British government through commitments to preserve British manufacturing,
to invest in product development rather than extract cash, and to respect JLR's engineering culture
and autonomy. These integrity signals generated the workforce commitment and management
retention behind the product-led revival, demonstrating that trust can be built across significant
cultural distance when the acquirer's behaviour consistently confirms its stated intentions, a finding
relevant to the emerging wave of cross-border African acquisitions.

The Trust Architecture of Co-Creation: How Businesses Decide to Co-Create

Co-creation, defined by Ramaswamy and Ozcan (2018) as the collaborative engagement of multiple
parties in the joint design, development, and delivery of products and services, has become central to
value creation across the automotive, technology, pharmaceutical, and platform sectors. Yet the
conditions under which firms choose to co-create rather than develop independently, acquire, or
licence remain incompletely specified. This paper argues that the fundamental determinant of the co-
creation decision is trust: the confidence that a partner's ability, benevolence, and integrity justify the
knowledge-sharing and interdependence it requires.

Why Firms Co-Create: The Trust Threshold

The co-creation decision can be understood through three sequential trust assessments mapping onto
the Mayer-Davis-Schoorman dimensions: an ability assessment of whether the partner possesses
capabilities the firm cannot efficiently develop internally; a benevolence assessment of whether it will
invest genuine effort rather than free-ride or appropriate knowledge; and an integrity assessment of
whether it will honour the principles governing knowledge-sharing, credit, and value distribution
when unilateral gain beckons (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995; Bouncken & Kraus, 2022). Firms
cross the threshold when all three-yield sufficient confidence. This explains why co-creation
partnerships form disproportionately between firms with prior relationship history, shared industry
context, or common institutional membership, which provide the track-record evidence enabling
confident assessment (Lumineau et al., 2021; Kale & Singh, 2022), and why partnerships formed under
time pressure fail more often. At corporate scale, equity cross-holdings, joint governance bodies, and
public track records substitute for interpersonal familiarity, allowing the three dimensions to be
assessed at a distance.

The Toyota-Subaru Co-Creation: Engineering Trust

The Toyota-Subaru GT86/BRZ co-development, announced in 2011, is perhaps the most instructive
automotive example of a co-creation decision grounded in trust. It required two direct competitors to
share a platform, jointly develop the FA20 boxer engine, split costs, coordinate manufacturing at
Subaru's Gunma plant, and manage two brand identities on identical underpinnings. The decision
satisfied all three Mayer-Davis-Schoorman dimensions: Subaru's ability was precisely
complementary, in horizontally-opposed engines and all-wheel-drive systems; its benevolence
aligned, since both needed the segment validation a successful sports car would bring; and its integrity
sufficient, based on prior supply relationship experience and Toyota's 16.5 percent stake in Subaru's
parent, which created structural accountability (Ito et al., 2023). The vehicles were acclaimed and
commercially successful, and both firms returned to the template in the second-generation GR86/BRZ
partnership announced in 2021.

The Pfizer-BioNTech Partnership: Co-Creation Under Extreme Uncertainty

The Pfizer-BioNTech partnership that produced the first approved COVID-19 vaccine in December
2020 is the most consequential co-creation in pharmaceutical history and among the most compressed
trust-building processes documented in business. When the parties signed their letter of intent in

17


https://doi.org/10.58721/s673rq84

of

,ﬂ
F
B
-

Research Journal of Business and Finance

Vol. 5 No. 2 (2026): ISSN (Online): 2958-8634 N
DOI: https:/ /doi.org/10.58721 /s673rq84 ,l,‘c

4

Trust as Strategic Capital: Mergers, Acquisitions, and Co-Creation in Global Business

March 2020, BioNTech was a small German biotechnology firm whose mRNA platform had never
produced an approved vaccine, and Pfizer was committing manufacturing, regulatory, and
distribution resources to an unproven technology. The decision required Pfizer to trust, under
profound uncertainty, that BioNTech's ability was sufficient, that its benevolence reflected genuine
commitment to shared success rather than resource extraction, and that its integrity in knowledge-
sharing matched the transparency joint clinical development demanded (Bourla, 2021). That trust
rested on BioNTech's scientific reputation, the commitment of founders Ugur Sahin and Ozlem Tureci,
and a profit-sharing structure aligning both parties' incentives. The result was a vaccine developed in
nine months, administered to over a billion people, generating combined revenues exceeding USD 37
billion in 2021 (Hunter, 2022).

The Microsoft-OpenAl Partnership: Co-Creation and the Al Frontier

The Microsoft-OpenAl partnership, from a USD 1 billion investment in 2019 to a USD 10 billion
commitment in 2023, is the defining co-creation of the contemporary Al industry. Microsoft supplies
cloud infrastructure, engineering, and distribution, while OpenAlI contributes foundational research
Microsoft cannot replicate internally, a textbook architecture of complementary capabilities, shared
value, and mutual vulnerability. The 2019 investment reflected a trust assessment of OpenAl's ability
rooted in GPT-2's capabilities, a benevolence assessment anchored in Sam Altman's stated
commitment to beneficial Al, and an integrity assessment informed by OpenAl's governance,
including external safety oversight (Browne, 2023). The 2023 deepening, following GPT-3 and GPT-4,
shows how demonstrated ability enables benevolence and integrity trust to support expanded
commitment, confirming the developmental trajectory Dwyer, Schurr, and Oh (1987) identified.

The Airbus Consortium: Co-Creation as Industrial Policy

The Airbus consortium, established in 1970 among manufacturers from France, Germany, the United
Kingdom, and Spain, is the most enduring co-creation architecture in industrial history. Its structure,
which assigns distinct aircraft sections to different national manufacturers and requires extraordinary
coordination across borders and competing interests, could not function without a trust architecture.
Its design engineered trust-building into governance: work-sharing gave each partner a meaningful
stake, creating benevolent alignment; joint technical standards created accountability for ability; and
the political commitment of partner governments created an integrity backstop, deterring unilateral
defection (Schmidt & Cunningham, 2019). Airbus shows that co-creation can be institutionalised at
scale when governance explicitly addresses the trust dimensions it requires.

Global Evidence: The Best Mergers, Acquisitions, and Co-Creations Anchored in Trust

Table 1 presents an illustrative comparative overview of ten landmark global strategic transactions
across the automotive, technology, pharmaceutical, and aviation sectors, selected for documented
trust architecture, outcome quality, and analytical significance. The cases span mergers, acquisitions,
and co-creations, and for each the table records the trust foundation, mechanism, and outcome. As a
purposive, outcome-informed selection rather than a representative sample, it illustrates the trust
architecture argument rather than testing it statistically; the pattern of nine trust-anchored successes
alongside one trust deficit failure (Daimler-Chrysler) should be read as illustrative rather than as
evidence that trust outranks other factors such as capital structure, incentive design, market timing,
or bargaining power.
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Table 1: Global Strategic Transactions Anchored in Trust: Comparative Evidence (2000-2024)

Case Sector Type Trust Foundation Trust Outcome
Mechanism
Renault- Automotive Merger/Alliance  Ability: Nissan's Cross- EUR 5.7bn annual
Nissan engineering; Company synergies; world's largest
Alliance Integrity: balanced Teams; automotive group by
(1999) equity governance transparent volume (2017)
synergy
reporting
Toyota- Automotive Co-Creation Ability: Shared Critically acclaimed
Subaru complementary platform; product; second-
GT86/BRZ engineering; joint engine generation partnership
(2011) Integrity: prior development; confirmed 2021
supply relationship equity stake
Facebook- Technology  Acquisition Benevolence: Independence Instagram value exceeds
Instagram autonomy guarantee; USD 100bn by 2018
(2012) commitment; talent (Bloomberg Intelligence,
Integrity: founder retention; 2018)
trust signals product
culture
preservation
Tata-Jaguar Automotive Acquisition Integrity: British Revenue tripled by 2012;
Land Rover manufacturing and operations JLR generates majority of
(2008) culture preservation  retained; Tata Motors profits (Tata
commitments product Motors, 2022)
investment;
management
autonomy
Pfizer- Pharma Co-Creation Ability: mRNA Equal profit-  First approved COVID-19
BioNTech scientific reputation;  sharing; joint  vaccine; USD 37bn
(2020) Integrity: shared clinical combined revenue 2021
profit structure governance;  (Hunter, 2022)
transparent
data
reporting
AstraZeneca- Pharma Co-Creation Integrity: non-profit ~ Cost-price 2.5 billion doses produced;
Oxford (2020) supply commitment;  supply critical low-income
Ability: Oxford's agreement; country access achieved
immunology depth joint IP (Wadman, 2021)
governance
Microsoft- Technology  Co- Ability: GPT model Azure USD 10bn deepened
OpenAl Creation/ Alliance performance; infrastructure partnership 2023; GPT-4
(2019-2023) Benevolence: integration; integration across
beneficial Al mission  equity stake; =~ Microsoft products
alignment shared (Browne, 2023)
revenue
model
Apple-IBM Technology  Co-Creation Ability: Apple UX+  Joint app Over 100 enterprise apps
Enterprise IBM data analytics; development developed; USD 1bn+
framework;
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Mobility Integrity: non- exclusive enterprise mobility market
(2014) compete commitment enterprise created (Apple, 2015)
focus
Airbus Aviation Co-Creation Integrity: Work-sharing 40% global commercial
Consortium government-backed  architecture;  aircraft market share;
(1970-present) commitments; joint technical Boeing's primary
Ability: national standards; competitor (Schmidt &
specialisation political Cunningham, 2019)
accountability
Daimler- Automotive Merger (Failed) Integrity Deficit: Trust USD 36bn was Daimler's
Chrysler merger of equals collapsed as 1998 acquisition price, not
(1998-2007) misrepresentation Daimler a measured loss; Chrysler
assumed sold to Cerberus for USD
control; 7.4bn (80.1% stake) in
leadership 2007, reflecting the scale of
exodus value lost (Badrtalei &

Bates, 2016)

Note. Cases are purposively selected to illustrate the trust architecture arqument and do not constitute a
representative sample. The Daimler-Chrysler case is included as a contrasting trust deficit comparator; the
other nine cases are coded as trust-anchored successes. Sources: Rouzies et al. (2019); Renault-Nissan-
Mitsubishi Alliance (2019); Bloomberg Intelligence (2018); Tata Motors (2022); Hunter (2022); Browne
(2023); Schmidt and Cunningham (2019); Badrtalei and Bates (2016).

The comparative evidence suggests several patterns, to be read as illustrative rather than statistically
confirmed. First, across the nine successes trust appears to have been established before the full
commitment of resources rather than emerging only as a consequence of success: Pfizer-BioNTech
committed manufacturing before efficacy was proven, Microsoft-OpenAl invested before GPT-3's
viability, and Tata-JLR committed to manufacturing preservation before the pipeline was validated.
Second, the failure case differed most visibly in the gap between stated and actual governance
intentions, and is offered as a contrasting illustration rather than proof that integrity deficit alone
explains the outcome. Third, the represented industries are among the most knowledge-intensive and
innovation-dependent in the global economy, consistent with the expectation that trust-based
governance is most valuable where tacit knowledge, long timelines, and deep interdependence make
contracting insufficient.

Cultivating Trust and Managing Trust Deficits in Contemporary Business

The Edelman Trust Barometer (2024), drawing on 32,000 respondents across 28 countries, reports
global trust in business at 63 percent, above government at 43 percent, while documenting that 61
percent believe business leaders deliberately mislead the public; this concerns societal rather than
inter-firm trust, and is offered as context. The PwC figures cited earlier, of high-trust organisations
outperforming low-trust peers in market growth and innovation, are broadly consistent with, though
not a direct test of, the case-level evidence in this paper.

Trust deficits generate quantifiable losses. The Cambridge Analytica revelation of March 2018
triggered a sustained sell-off that, by 26 March, represented an estimated USD 134 billion decline in
Facebook's market capitalisation (Confessore, 2018), the market's valuation of the trust capital
destroyed when Facebook's data governance proved inconsistent with its stated privacy
commitments. Boeing's 737 MAX crisis cost over USD 20 billion in penalties, settlements, and lost
contracts, with reputational consequences still unfolding (Nicas, Kitroeff, Gelles, & Glanz, 2019). In
each, the trust deficit destroyed the stakeholder trust on which commercial relationships depend.
Kotter and Cohen (2023) show that transformations fail primarily through underestimated cultural
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resistance, more precisely understood as trust deficit; integration programmes that address trust
explicitly, through transparent communication, demonstrated commitment to stated values, and early
investment in the acquired organisation's priorities, generate better talent retention and synergy
realisation than those treating integration as a structural challenge (Weber & Tarba, 2022; Rouzies et
al., 2019).

Trust Optics in Governance and Leadership: Local and Global Perspectives

Trust is political capital. Citizens, like investors and partners, reward leaders they perceive as credible,
competent, and genuinely concerned with collective welfare, and punish those they perceive as self-
serving or deceptive. The Edelman Trust Barometer (2024) records government as the least trusted
sector globally at 43 percent, reflecting the gap between governance intentions as expressed and
behaviour as observed. Afrobarometer (2024), drawing on nationally representative samples from 39
African countries, finds that 61 percent of respondents link declining institutional trust to perceived
corruption among leaders, while only 21 percent attribute decline to inadequate service delivery,
indicating that African citizens assess trust primarily by the perceived integrity of leaders rather than
by performance outcomes alone.

The concept of trust optics, introduced here, refers to the perceptual and communicative signals
through which leaders and institutions shape public perceptions of their trustworthiness, whether or
not those perceptions accurately track underlying ability, benevolence, and integrity. It is therefore
distinct from substantive trustworthiness: a leader can manage optics effectively while lacking it, and
that gap is the governance risk this paper highlights. Trust optics has four observable dimensions:
transparency, consistency between stated values and behaviour, empathy for constituents” concerns,
and competence in delivery. The Nordic experience, where Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden
record governance trust 30 to 40 percentage points above global averages, shows how positive optics
sustained by observable consistency support self-reinforcing cycles: trustworthy governance increases
cooperation, reduces costs, improves outcomes, and reinforces trust (Crepaz & Damron, 2022;
Bjornskov, 2022). The parallel with the integrity dimension of the Mayer-Davis-Schoorman model
holds only when optics and substance align: it is the alignment between stated values and observable
behaviour, not the management of appearances, that sustains trust over time.

Indigenous African Trust Architectures: The Somali and Ubuntu Models

Africa's indigenous trust architectures provide historical evidence that the mechanisms driving the
Toyota-Subaru and Pfizer-BioNTech collaborations are not inventions of formal institutional
environments but rather universal economic logics. The Somali hagbad, a rotating savings and credit
association in which members contribute fixed payments to a common pool relying entirely on
reputation and collective honour, closely parallels a co-creation partnership: participants invest
resources, accept vulnerability to partners' behaviour, and rely on reputation rather than contract
(Ksoll et al., 2016; Al Jazeera, 2022). The Somali hawala remittance system, transferring an estimated
USD 1.3 to 2 billion annually through trusted broker networks without formal banking, shows at scale
that trust-based financial governance achieves lower transaction costs, broader coverage, and faster
execution than formal alternatives where formal infrastructure is weak (World Bank, 2018; IFAD,
2023).

The Ubuntu philosophy of Southern Africa, articulating the relational ontology that individual
humanity is constituted through collective belonging, grounds a stakeholder trust framework in
which obligations to employees, communities, and society are constitutive dimensions of a firm's
identity and legitimacy rather than external constraints. Mpinganjira and Maduku's (2021) study of
Ubuntu values in South African business found that Ubuntu-oriented cultures are significantly
associated with higher employee commitment, lower turnover intention, stronger customer loyalty,
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and more positive brand perceptions, at the 95 percent confidence level, directly paralleling the talent
retention outcomes documented in the Facebook-Instagram and Tata-JLR cases. The xeer, the Somali
customary framework governing inter-clan relations through elders whose authority derives from
community recognition, shows that complex multi-party governance, structurally analogous to the
Airbus consortium, can be achieved through trust-based institutions without formal legal
infrastructure (Harper, 2021; Ismail, 2021). In both the xeer and Airbus, the trust architecture rests on
acknowledged competence of arbitrating authorities, transparent and mutually agreed principles, and
community or institutional accountability rather than centralised enforcement.

Conceptual Framework: A Multi-Level Trust Architecture

Drawing on the foundations and evidence reviewed, this paper advances a multi-level trust
architecture as an integrative framework for how trust operates across individual, organisational, and
institutional levels to shape cooperation. It integrates the micro-level Mayer-Davis-Schoorman (1995)
trustworthiness model, the meso-level Dwyer, Schurr, and Oh (1987) relationship-development
model, and the macro-level Portes and Vickstrom (2023) and Kearns et al. (2022) social capital
frameworks, and outlines the feedback through which trust at each level shapes trust at adjacent
levels.

At the micro-level, individual perceptions of trustworthiness in ability, benevolence, and integrity are
the building blocks from which organisational and institutional trust is aggregated; the co-creation
cases consistently show that trust between key individuals, whether Toyota and Subaru engineers or
Pfizer and BioNTech scientists, is the foundation of organisational trust. At the meso-level, inter-
organisational trust determines the quality of cooperation, transaction-cost efficiency, and durability.
At the macro level, institutional and cultural trust, including the social capital of ecosystems and the
indigenous African frameworks examined above, shapes the environment in which micro- and meso-
level trust is established. Figure 1 presents this architecture.

Figure 1: Multi-Level Trust Architecture for Business and Governance

M|

MACRO-LEVEL MESO-LEVEL MICRO-LEVEL
INSTITUTIONAL & INTER- INDIVIDUAL
CULTURAL TRUST ORGANISATIONAL TRUSTWORTHINESS

TRUST
Ubuntu Ethic Ability
Xeer Customary Law M&A Trust Dynamics Benevolence
Governance Legitimacy Co-Creation Platforms Integrity

Social Capital

Portes & Vickstrom (2023)
Kearns et al. (2022)
Aron (2017)

1cro shapes context for micro trust-buildij

g

Strategic Alliances
Supplier Networks

Dwyer, Schurr, & Oh (1987)
Zaheer et al. (1998)

Meso aggregates individual trust

Community Embeddedness

Mayer, Davis, &
Schoorman (1995)

Micro behaviours aggregate upward

v

TRUST OUTCOMES

Successful M&A Integration | Co-Creation Value | Strategic Alliance Durability

Institutional Legitimacy | Financial Inclusion

Bidirectional arrows indicate feedback loops between levels. The framework integrates Mayer, Davis,
and Schoorman (1995), Dwyer, Schurr, and Oh (1987), Portes and Vickstrom (2023), and Kearns et al.
(2022) with indigenous African trust traditions.
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Implications for Business Leaders

The evidence generates five implications for leaders making Mé&A, alliance, and co-creation decisions.
First, trust due diligence should be treated as equally important as financial and legal due diligence:
the ability, benevolence, and integrity of a partner or target are not soft factors supplementary to the
financial analysis but a necessary enabling condition for the transaction to generate rather than
destroy value, as Daimler-Chrysler and Tata-JLR respectively show. Second, co-creation should be
approached as a trust investment that requires deliberate relationship development before
knowledge-sharing commitments; firms that compress the trust-building phase incur higher failure
rates, and Pfizer-BioNTech shows that pre-existing reputation and structural alignment accelerate
rather than replace that process. Third, post-merger integration should be designed around trust-
building, with structural and financial integration secondary to the human and relationship capital
that constitute the main sources of value; the talent retention failures from Daimler-Chrysler to AOL-
Time Warner are trust-deficit problems, not HR problems. Fourth, African firms and governments
seeking partnerships should recognise that indigenous trust architectures, including community
finance networks, Ubuntu-oriented stakeholder management, and reputation-based commercial
governance, are genuine competitive assets, since investors favour partners embedded in high-trust
networks over those offering only contractual guarantees. Fifth, trust-breach responses should reflect
genuine commitment rather than a communication strategy, as swift, honest, substantive responses
lead to faster recovery than delayed or primarily communicative ones.

Implications for Policy Leaders

African governance leaders should recognise that trust optics constitute political capital with real
effects on investment confidence, policy compliance, and democratic stability. The Afrobarometer
(2024) finding that perceived corruption is the primary driver of trust erosion implies that anti-
corruption governance is not merely an ethical imperative but a strategic investment in the conditions
that attract co-creation partnerships and M&A interest from firms seeking stable, high-integrity
environments. Indigenous African trust architectures should be formally recognised in national
regulatory frameworks as legitimate financial and governance infrastructure, and financial inclusion
policy should leverage community trust-based finance to extend access to capital where formal
banking is insufficient.

Conclusion

This paper has argued, on the basis of trust theory, transaction-cost economics, social capital theory,
and documented global evidence, that trust is not a peripheral variable in strategic management but
a significant determinant of whether mergers create or destroy value, whether co-creation
partnerships generate or waste innovation capacity, and whether alliances sustain or collapse under
pressure. The illustrative evidence is broadly consistent across industries and geographies: Toyota-
Subaru succeeded because trust enabled knowledge-sharing contracts could not govern; Renault-
Nissan survived crises because its governance built trust into its design; Pfizer-BioNTech produced a
consequential vaccine in nine months because trust was sufficient to justify mutual vulnerability
before outcomes could be guaranteed; and Daimler-Chrysler saw an integrity deficit compound the
losses that followed its product and integration difficulties.

The indigenous African trust architectures examined here are not primitive analogues of Western
practice. They illustrate that the mechanisms driving celebrated strategic successes find expression
across formal and informal environments: the hagbad's reputation-based governance parallels a co-
creation partnership; the hawala outperforms formal banking precisely where formal infrastructure
is weak; the xeer's multi-party arbitration is analogous to the Airbus consortium; and Ubuntu's
stakeholder framework is associated with the employee commitment and consumer loyalty the best
integration cases document.
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Trust, this paper has argued, functions less as the product of successful cooperation than as a condition
that makes it possible. Organisations and governments that invest in trust before they need it, protect
it under pressure, and restore it honestly when damaged are better positioned to command not only
markets and votes but the durable legitimacy on which long-term value creation depends.
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