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Abstract 
The “de-bureaucratization” of the public sector is a recurring theme in politics. 

Scandinavian politicians are working to scale back control-based performance management 

through trust-based governance, enabling professionals to develop flexible, local solutions 

to enhance welfare services. While the positive impact of trust on organizational processes 

is well established, it remains unclear whether efforts to strengthen trust in the public sector 

will improve welfare. Based on a systematic review and using the education field as a case, 

this article explores whether research evidence supports the idea that trust can enhance 

welfare, defined as school outcomes. It addresses the following questions: How do trust-

based leadership and governance affect school outcomes in primary and lower-secondary 

schools? And how can findings from extant research inform the future implementation of 

trust-based leadership and governance to help ensure positive outcomes? The main finding 

is that trust-based leadership and governance can yield positive outcomes, both indirectly 

through improved teaching practices and directly through enhanced student achievement. 

Moreover, the findings bring us closer to understanding how trust works and what 

decisionmakers should consider to successfully strengthen it. The article recommends 

further research to advance trust measurement methodologies, which could simultaneously 

provide decisionmakers with actionable insights into the practical dynamics of trust 

implementation. 
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Practical Relevance 

➢ The study demonstrates that empirical research highlights how policymakers and 

administrative leaders who effectively cultivate trust-based leadership and 

governance can anticipate improvements in school outcomes. 

➢ The findings indicate that policymakers cannot simply introduce trust-based 

governance as a political agreement and expect it to increase school outcomes. 

Local leaders must actively practice trust-based leadership, as the level of trust 

between leaders and employees predicts the ability to convert trust-based 

governance into improved outcomes. 

➢ The study underscores the value of trust research in providing a precise 

definition of trust-based leadership and governance. This clarity equips 

practitioners with the knowledge to strike the optimal trust‒control balance and 

to understand the core attributes of trust in real-world settings. 

➢ The article argues that the trust-measurement of subordinates’ perceptions of 

trust can be further developed into “intelligent accountability” and used to 

evaluate and research the implementation of trust. This provides policymakers 

and administrative leaders with a tool to assess and anticipate whether trust 

implementation will lead to improved school outcomes. 
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Introduction 

Trust within public organizations is becoming an increasingly popular issue in the Scandinavian 

public sector. Trust reduces social complexity (Luhmann 2017) and has become an appealing 

new alternative in public administration, serving as a relevant counter-reaction to the problems 

arising from classical governance approaches. Societal developments, shifting ideologies, and 

new public sector issues have prompted competing approaches to public governance, resulting 

in contrasting suggestions for how to create a well-functioning welfare society. These different 

governance approaches have led to “layer-by-layer governance” (Bentzen et al. 2020, 23) in the 

public sector (Andersen et al. 2020; Hjelmar & Leth Jakobsen 2021; Torfing & Bentzen 2022), 

generating a series of unintended adverse effects in the form of conflicts and dilemmas 

(Andersen et al. 2020; Bozeman & Feeney 2011; DeHart-Davis 2008; Røiseland et al. 2024). 

The bureaucratic focus on predictability, consistency, and rule compliance has led to 

constrained professional discretion. This focus has been supplemented by a New Public 

Management (NPM) -inspired emphasis on performance management based on the 

measurement and documentation of results, which has fostered a “cover-your-butt” mentality 

that often overshadows the focus on quality and collaboration (Daliri-Ngametua et al. 2022; 

Huey et al. 2024). NPM rests on a simplistic understanding of employees as self-interested 

individuals motivated more by external rewards and less by professional standards, service-

quality improvements, and public sector outcomes (Schillemans 2013). NPM has thus 

contributed to a cynical workforce (Moynihan 2010), as attempts at enhancing economics, 

effectiveness, and efficiency have reduced trust, undermined professional autonomy, and 

demotivated public employees (Jacobsen et al. 2014; Six 2013; Vallentin & Thygesen 2017). 

Although the Scandinavian countries never adopted the full NPM package (Pollitt & 

Bouckaert 2004) and have always been characterized by high levels of generalized trust (Delhey 

& Newton 2004), the problems caused by layer-by-layer governance explain the growing focus 

on introducing trust-based leadership (the aspiration for a cultural shift toward more trust-based 

interactions) and trust-based governance (the formalized agreements to be implemented) in 

Scandinavia (Bentzen et al. 2020; Bentzen & Bringselius 2023; Hjelmar & Leth Jakobsen 2021). 

Trust is expected to reduce control, strengthen collaboration, allow professionally trained 

employees to use their competencies to create local and flexible solutions, and enhance service-

user involvement (Siverbo et al. 2024; Vallentin & Thygesen 2017). Within-organization trust 

has been shown to affect attitudes and behaviors positively, including enhanced employee 

satisfaction, job commitment, and leadership effectiveness (Dirks & Ferrin 2001; Härenstam et 

al. 2024), as well as improving collaboration and communication (Fulmer & Gelfand 2012; 

Sargent & Waters 2004); nevertheless, trust-based leadership and governance is not guaranteed 

to improve welfare outcomes, defined as the desirable outcome of welfare services. 

As such, recent developments in Scandinavian countries and municipalities raise questions 

as to whether extant research supports the underlying assumption that trust-based leadership and 

governance lead to improved welfare outcomes. The article addresses this question by 

examining the scientific significance of trust-based leadership and governance in the school 

sector, with school outcome, defined as student achievement and teaching quality, as the 

dependent variables. This sector is chosen partly because trust is considered essential for 

achieving school outcomes (Hoy & Tschannen-Moran 2003), which also explains the expected 

prevalence of research on the significance of trust in this sector. Moreover, trust is a complex 

conceptual construct, where significance and measurement methods vary across professional 

domains (McEvily & Tortoriello 2011), which argues for selecting one specific domain. The 

school sector is particularly suitable for such analysis, as it provides relatively comparable and 

objective data for the dependent variable (student achievement). The school area thus provides 

a good case for examining how policy areas characterized by layer-by-layer governance react 

to trust-based leadership and governance. 

A literature review on trust in the education area describes trust in general as a phenomenon 

and explains how trust can affect performance, leaving questions regarding the impact of trust 

unanswered (Harris et al. 2013). A systematic review sheds light on the role of trust in education 

governance, indicating the need to develop more “intelligent modes of accountability” Niedlich 
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et al. 2021, 127). This particular review offers little in terms of the impact of trust on welfare 

provision, ultimately calling for “a more in-depth investigation of the role of trust in education”. 

This article picks up this thread by, first, examining research focusing on the impact of trust-

based leadership and governance and, subsequently, demonstrating how these findings can 

contribute to existing research on trust and be translated into implications for research and 

practice. To make the study manageable, this research project narrowly focuses on primary and 

lower-secondary schools. 

The guiding research questions are: How do trust-based leadership and governance affect 

school outcomes in primary and lower-secondary schools? And how can findings from extant 

research inform the future implementation of trust-based leadership and governance to help 

ensure positive outcomes?  

These research questions are answered by conducting a systematic review examining the 

existing empirical research. The article proceeds as follows. First, the theoretical framework 

defines trust, trust-based leadership, and governance. Second, the methodology of the review is 

explained. The findings are then presented, first regarding the impact of trust-based leadership 

and governance together and then the impact of trust-based leadership alone. The findings are 

then analyzed to determine their relevance for guiding the implementation of trust-based 

leadership and governance. The article concludes with a discussion of the findings, how they 

can be applied in practice, and suggestions for further research. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

After defining trust and distinguishing between trust-based leadership and governance, this brief 

theoretical overview defines the dependent variable, school outcomes, which is measured 

through student achievement and teaching quality. 

 
Definition of trust 

Trust is associated with behavior in interdependent relations, where there is a “willingness to be 

vulnerable under conditions of risk and interdependence” (Rousseau et al. 1998, 394; 

Schoorman et al. 2007). The experience of trust is operationalized as “one party’s willingness 

to be vulnerable to another party based on the confidence that the latter party is (a) benevolent, 

(b) reliable, (c) competent, (d) honest, and (e) open” (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy 2000, 556). 

Hence, when public leaders trust their employees, they have positive expectations that the 

employees will not exploit a given situation for personal benefit at the expense of public goal 

attainment. Similarly, employees who experience trust-based leadership are confident that the 

management will treat them fairly and support them when problems arise rather than shirking 

responsibility (Bentzen 2019). 

Trust can be studied as “trust in a referent” (Fulmer & Gelfand 2012, 1170) when directed 

toward a specific target, called the trustee; a person, team, or organization (Bentzen 2022). Trust 

can be general trust in a particular unit. Studies in psychological safety (Edmondson 1999; 

Edmondson & Lei 2014) monitor general trust, and research in social capital (Leana & Pil 2006) 

is related to general trust but distinguished by focusing more on communication and 

collaboration in relations. The two types of trust are connected, so the more individuals 

experience trust in a referent toward one another within an organization, the more general trust 

increases. Trust is, thus, a reciprocal phenomenon (Hoy & DiPaola 2008) and depends on both 

parties in the relation trusting one another: Leaders are trustors when they perceive their 

willingness to trust the administration (trustees) or their subordinates (trustees); when they offer 

their subordinates trust, they become the trustee (Fulmer & Gelfand 2012). 

 

Trust-based leadership 

Leadership is inherently relational, involving the use of authority to clarify organizational 

objectives, motivate employees, and facilitate the development of their competencies (Jensen et 

al. 2019). Within this context, trust-based leadership can be understood as a pattern of behaviors 

and communicative practices that unfold through interactions and dialogue between leaders and 

their subordinates. To demonstrate trust, leaders must accept vulnerability and involve 
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employees: They engage employees in addressing organizational challenges and in carrying out 

delegated tasks while maintaining confidence that employees will act with commitment rather 

than merely pursuing self-interest. Trust-based leadership thus entails providing support through 

dialogue and relying on employees’ competences. For employees to perceive their leaders as 

trustworthy, however, leaders must appear both competent and resourceful, thereby enabling 

subordinates to believe that their leaders can act consistently with their stated values (Bentzen 

et al. 2025).  

Trust-based leadership:  

• Engaging and involving employees in decision-making and daily work 

• Delegating tasks while maintaining confidence in employees’ commitment and competences 

• Providing support through dialogue and open communication 

• Demonstrating competence and resourcefulness as a leader 

 

Trust-based governance 

Governance refers to the exercise of political and administrative authority through regulations 

and rules (e.g. procedures, controls, budgets) designed to steer the behavior of organizational 

actors, including leaders and their staff, in ways that restrict their autonomy to secure established 

organizational objectives (Bøgh Andersen & Holm Pedersen 2012). Trust-based governance 

refers to regulatory frameworks, rules, and institutional structures (see Figure 1) based on the 

assumptions that practitioners are trustworthy and will utilize their professional expertise to 

create public value. Therefore, trust-based governance grants greater autonomy to local units to 

design flexible, context-sensitive solutions. In this model, detailed rules and prescriptive 

procedures are kept to a minimum to facilitate more “agile decision-making processes that make 

it relatively easy to get approval for new solutions and work practices” (Bentzen & Torfing 

2022, 1295). The prioritization of personal autonomy and professional choice stands in contrast 

to the combination of bureaucratic rule compliance and NPM-inspired performance 

management, which tends to straitjacket employees. 

Trust-based governance:  

• Practitioners are trusted to use their professional expertise to create public value 

• Local units are granted greater autonomy to design flexible, context-sensitive solutions 

• Detailed rules and prescriptive procedures are minimized to enable agile decision-making and fast 

approval of new solutions and work practices 

• Personal autonomy and professional judgment are prioritized over rigid compliance  

 

Trust-based leadership and governance can exist independently of each other or possibly 

coexist. For example, a school can be subject to national trust-based governance in the form of 

a trust reform removing multiple, centrally defined requirements, while local leadership can be 

characterized by mistrust or the opposite. 

 

Figure 1. Illustration of the difference between trust-based leadership and governance 

 

The distinction between trust-based leadership and governance is important in relation to 

decisionmakers. For them, the differences lie in whether the changes required to strengthen trust 

concern regulatory mechanisms, such as control systems, goal-setting, or organizational design 

(trust-based governance), or whether regulatory adjustments are less decisive if trust primarily 

develops through relationships and leadership practices (trust-based leadership). It is also 

interesting to consider whether the research suggests that neither dimension alone (nor, 
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conversely, that both in combination) will enhance school outcomes. This study, therefore, 

applies both independent variables. 

 

Definition of the dependent variable: school outcomes 

The aim is to unveil whether trust can enhance school outcomes, measured in terms of student 

achievement (grades) and teaching quality, including conditions with an indirect positive impact 

on student achievement and teaching quality. 

 

The expected impact of trust-based leadership and governance 

In public administration theory, trust-based leadership and governance are expected to 

positively impact welfare outcomes, as trust facilitates effective communication and agile 

collaboration (Covey & Merrill 2006). Scholars describe trust as “a remarkably efficient 

lubricant that reduces the complexities of organizational life and facilitates transactions far 

more quickly and economically than other means of managing” (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy 

1998, 344). Therefore, the positive impact of trust is expected to be particularly evident in the 

education field, where it is referred to as “the key building block between students and teachers”1 

(Meier 2003, 13) and is attributed a crucial role in school performance (Robinson et al. 2008; 

Sahlberg 2011). 

 

Method 

Drawing on trust-research insights, the aim is to generate research-based suggestions regarding 

the impacts of trust-based leadership and governance in the school sector. As such, this article 

conducts a systematic review of empirical research focusing on the impact of trust-based 

leadership and governance on student achievement and teaching quality. It also aims to reveal 

potential knowledge gaps or incongruent findings (Denyer & Tranfield 2009) toward further 

discussion of whether the evidence supports the political assumption that trust-based leadership 

and governance will improve welfare outcomes in the education field (Alvesson & Sandberg 

2020). The systematic review of empirical research has two steps: 

Step 1: A search strategy following the PRISMA guidelines for systematic literature reviews. 

Step 2: A review of the references found in the articles uncovered in Step 1 to recruit more records. 

Step 1: the search string. The search strategy is applied in line with PRISMA guidelines, as the 

stringent method ensures quality. The aim is to improve the transparency and scientific merit of 

the review (Denyer & Tranfield 2009). The selection of articles was compiled systematically 

from Scopus and EBSCO (Date: 2023.08.01), which are among the most significant search 

engines for education, school research, leadership, and public administration. In Scopus, the 

following search keywords were used: All articles had to have “trust” in the title. The title 

keyword “Trust*” was combined with one or more of the following keywords: “lead*” OR 

“manag*” OR “govern*”. These keywords could be in the title, abstract, or keywords. Finally, 

the keyword “School*” had to appear in the title, abstract, or keywords. Articles with the 

following keywords: “Control” “Covid” OR “Academic trust” OR “China” OR “high school”) 

in the title, in the abstract, or as article keywords were excluded, as this eliminated a substantial 

number of irrelevant research articles from the search.2 The document type was limited to 

articles written in English. Articles from the following subject areas were included: social 

science; business, management, and accounting; arts and humanities; economics, econometrics, 

and finance; psychology. The search produced 288 hits. The following search criteria for 

EBSCO were used: All databases were selected. The keywords used were: “Trust*” in the title 

combined with “Lead*” OR “manag*” OR “Govern*” in the abstract and combined with 

“School*” in the abstract. This includes peer-reviewed empirical research articles in English. 

The search produced 66 hits. Combining the Scopus and EBSCO searches provided a total of 

(288 + 66) 354 articles. The removal of 35 duplicates reduced the number to (354 ‒ 35) 319 

articles. 

The articles identified in the Scopus and EBSCO searches were all screened using five 

inclusion criteria, ensuring that the studies answered the research questions and kept the number 

of studies manageable: 
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1. The articles had to be based on empirical research and peer-reviewed. More than half of the 319 

papers were qualitative descriptive analyses without a focus on impact and conceptual 

explorations of trust in various forms. 

2. The articles had to use data from Western countries. This ensures data comparability, as cultural 

orientations significantly affect how trust is developed and maintained in organizational settings 

(Knor 2016).3 

3. The articles had to be related to primary, secondary, or middle schools.4 

4. As different terms may represent similar phenomena (Elsbach & van Knippenberg 2020), all 

relevant articles are included, regardless of the terminology used to describe the leadership or 

governance style, provided they meet the definition of trust-based leadership and governance. For 

example, the terms “relational trust” (Bryk & Schneider 2002), “trustworthy professional 

relationships” (Smetana et al. 2016), and “democratic leadership” (Kars & Inandi 2018) are 

defined and measured consistently with this article’s definition of trust-based leadership. 

5. Since trust is a reciprocal phenomenon, it can be assessed both from the leadership’s perspective 

of trusting the subordinate and offering trust-based governance and from the subordinate’s 

perspective of whether they are subjected to trust-based leadership and governance. The variables, 

therefore, include variables considering both the leader’s perspective and the employee’s 

perspective.  

Of the remaining 319 hits, 296 were removed for not meeting all five inclusion criteria. Some 

did not meet one or more of the inclusion criteria (e.g., a Chinese study of a middle school), 

while others fell outside the scope for other reasons (e.g., by focusing on the role of trust in 

relation to terrorism, mindfulness, religion, home schooling, etc.). This exclusion reduced the 

number of relevant articles to 23. Step 2: The references featured in the 23 articles identified in 

Step 1 were all reviewed to include additional studies meeting the four inclusion criteria. This 

procedure added two further studies. Figure 2 illustrates the systematic identification-and-

selection process. 

 

Figure 2. The selection process following PRISMA guidelines 

 

 

Findings 

After presenting the general findings, Research Question 1 is addressed by analyzing the 

findings related to the impact of trust-based leadership and governance. Thereafter, findings 

solely relating to the impact of trust-based leadership are presented. The 25 articles also provide 

more concrete insights for practitioners into how to enable the positive effects of trust. This is 

elaborated upon in the final part, which addresses Research Question 2, about how data can be 

used to inform the future implementation of trust-based leadership and governance, thereby 

helping to secure positive outcomes. 

 

The general features of the identified texts 

The text corpus comprises 25 studies published between 2001 and the present (see Table 1 for 

an overview). Eight studies from 2020 to 2022 reflect a growing interest in examining the impact 

of trust-based leadership and governance in educational research. Twenty quantitative studies 

(11 USA, 7 Turkey, 1 Germany, 1 Portugal) use different structural equation modeling (SEM) 
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analyses based on Likert-scale measurements and data, such as student grades, SES 

(socioeconomic status), and free lunch. Seven of the studies employ qualitative methods (1 

Sweden, 1 Canada, 1 Sweden/Australia, 34 USA). Four of the studies use mixed methods (4 

USA). The studies all include comprehensive methodology sections, detailing data collection, 

questionnaire design, interview method, and analytical methods; for example, including the use 

of factor analysis and exploratory studies conducted prior to structural regression modeling. The 

studies are all characterized by a strong methodological design.  

The studies’ variables are defined and applied somewhat differently: While some measure 

the impact of both independent variables, others focus solely on trust-based leadership; while 

some measure student achievement and teaching quality directly, others examine factors 

indirectly affecting student achievement and teaching quality (e.g., teacher collaboration, 

commitment, motivation). The variation across studies means that some studies contribute more 

directly to answering the research questions than others, which is reflected in the extent to which 

they are referenced. Few qualitative studies are present, likely because the focus is on 

demonstrating impact, whereas qualitative studies tend to be more descriptive and exploratory 

in nature. 

 

Table 1. Empirical findings on trust-based leadership (TBL) and trust-based governance (TBG) 

Study Sample Method Variables & findings 

1. Bryk & 

Schneider (2002) 

400 schools, 12 

yrs, US 

Longitudinal, 

multivariate & 

hierarchical 

regressions 

TBG, TBL, trust in colleagues/parents → ↑ 

math & literacy; TBG no effect without TBL 

2. Adams (2013) 
1,039 teachers, 

83 US schools 
Structural regression 

TBG → TBL & trust in colleagues/students 

(r=.74); trust → student performance (r=.83) 

3. Adams (2020) 
963 teachers, 74 

US schools 
SEM 

TBG → teacher need satisfaction (r=.25); 

TBL → teacher need satisfaction (r=.15) 

4. Adams & 

Miskell (2016) 

785 teachers, 73 

US schools 
SEM 

TBG (r=.33) & TBL (r=.32) → teacher 

commitment; both explain 29% variance 

5. Tschannen-

Moran (2009) 

2,355 teachers, 

80 US schools 
Multiple regression 

TBG → teacher professionalism (r=.56); TBL 

→ teacher professionalism (r=.44) 

6. Hoy & 

Sweetland (2001) 
97 US schools Regression analysis 

TBG → TBL (r=.76), ↓ trust-spinning (r=-

.74), ↓ role-conflict (r=-.71) 

7. Freire & 

Fernandes (2016) 

112 teachers, 

Portugal 

Factor & regression 

analysis 

TBG ↔ TBL (r=.73) TBG → teacher 

empowerment 

8. Tschannen-

Moran & Gareis 

(2015) 

3,215 teachers, 

64 US schools 
Multiple regression 

Student achievement ↔ TBL (r=.39) & 

school climate (r=.82); TBL ↔ climate 

(r=.66); TBL+climate explain 75% of 

variance in achievement 

9. Smetana et al. 

(2016) 

693 teachers, 

US 
Multiple regression 

TBL (principal dependability + trust in 

colleagues) → science achievement (p=.02) 
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Study Sample Method Variables & findings 

10. Mayger & 

Hochbein (2021) 

3 schools, 5 yrs, 

US 

Mixed methods 

(case study) 

Lack of trust ↓ alignment; TBL is essential to 

sustaining a student-centered vision and 

preventing value-based compromises 

11. Louis & 

Murphy (2017) 

3,900 teachers + 

principals, 116 

US schools 

Regression & path 

analysis 

TBL ↔ principals’ trust in teachers (r=.48); 

TBL → student support (r=.67); TBL → 

organizational learning (r=.67), organizational 

learning → student support(r=.75) 

12. Blömeke & 

Klein (2013) 

221 beginning 

math teachers, 

Germany 

SEM 
 TBL is associated with teaching quality and 

teacher job satisfaction 

13. Hoy & 

Tschannen-

Moran (2003) 

50 US schools  
Correlation & factor 

analysis 

TBL ↔ trust in colleagues (r=.54), 

students/parents (r=.40); TBL ↔ teacher 

efficacy ↑ & conflict ↓ 

14. Demir (2015) 
378 teachers, 21 

schools Turkey 
SEM 

TBL ↔ organizational trust (r=.59), trust in 

colleagues (r=.52), parents & students (r=.34); 

Organizational trust ↔ teacher leadership & 

capacity building (r=.87)  

15. Atik & Celik 

(2020) 

401 teachers, 

Turkey 
SEM 

TBL → job satisfaction (r=.19), TBL, 

empowering leadership & psychological 

empowerment account for 17% of variance in 

job satisfaction (sig. results) 

16. Parlar, 

Türkoglu & 

Cansoy (2022) 

409 teachers, 

Turkey 
Regression analysis 

TBL → Defensive silence (r=- 0.16), affective 

commitment (r= 0.47) 

17. Cranston 

(2011) 

12 school 

leaders, 

Australia 

Qualitative 

interviews 

TBL → better information exchange, 

cohesion, calm climate 

18. Daly (2009) 
453 teachers, 14 

schools, US 

Mixed methods, 

regression 

Under sanction-driven governance: TBL 

mediates collaboration, reduces fear, promotes 

innovation 

19. Edwards-

Groves et al. 

(2016) 

5 schools, 

Australia 

Qualitative 

casestudies 

TBL → collaboration, enables 

implementation of strategic initiatives 

20. Banwo, 

Khalifa & Louis 

(2021) 

4-yr case study, 

US district 

Mixed-method 

longitudinal 

TBL→ positive change, equity, moral 

obligations, conflict resolution 
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Study Sample Method Variables & findings 

21.Kars & Inandi 

(2018) 

722 teachers, 

242 schools, 

Turkey 

Survey 

TBL ↔ colleagues (r=.29), students & parents 

(r=.25), laissez-faire leadership      (r= -.65), 

autocratic leadership (r= -0.55) 

22. Kılınç et al. 

(2021) 

397 teachers, 

Turkey 
SEM 

TBL ↔ teacher commitment (r=.36); teacher 

commitment ↔ innovative practices (r=.56)  

23. Bektaş et al. 

(2022) 

327 teachers, 

Turkey 
SEM 

TBL → Collaboration (r=.16); reflection 

(r=.16), Experimentation (r=.24)  

24. Kavgacı & 

Öztürk (2023) 

397 teachers, 

Turkey 
SEM 

TBL ↔ Psy. capital (r=.43); Psy. Capital ↔ 

work engagement (r=.56); work engagement 

↔ turnover intention (r= -0.18) 

25. Gericke & 

Torbjörnsson 

(2022) 

15 teachers, 5 

schools, 

Sweden 

Qualitative 

interviews 

TBL → determines ability to implement 

reforms via collaboration & problem-solving 

                                                                                                         

The impact of trust-based leadership and trust-based governance  

Findings related to trust-based governance can be divided into two categories. The first type is 

exemplified by a case-study by Bryk and Schneider (2002) investigating a case where 

governance has been decentralized, thereby meeting the criteria for trust-based 

governance:“Local units are granted greater autonomy to design flexible, context-sensitive 

solutions” and “Detailed rules and prescriptive procedures are minimized to enable agile 

decision-making and fast approval of new solutions and work practices.” The remaining six 

studies are the second type: survey studies. All measure the impact of trust-based governance 

through teacher-completed surveys. In these studies, the survey questions measure whether 

structures and systems appear detail-oriented or supportive of personal autonomy, enhance agile 

work processes, or the opposite; for example, “Administrative rules at this school are substitutes 

for professional judgment,” The administrative hierarchy at this school enables teachers to do 

their job” (Hoy & Sweetland 2001, 310), and “The evaluation system takes more time than it is 

worth” (Adams & Miskell 2016, 685). All studies of trust-based governance also measure trust-

based leadership. Considered together, they provide interesting insights. 

 

The impact of both variables - trust-based leadership and trust-based governance 

Bryk and Schneider (2002) conducted a longitudinal study (10 years) of the “Chicago school 

decentralization reform,” a political decision to promote local autonomy by delegating power 

to the 400 city schools. The reform aligns with trust-based governance, as the local councils 

were entrusted with authority over budgets, employment procedures, curriculum, etc. They were 

thus offered autonomy to design flexible, context-sensitive solutions. Bryk and Schneider 

studied the connections between trust-based governance and leadership, along with trust among 

colleagues, trust in parents, and student achievement. They found that schools subjected to trust-

based governance and with teachers experiencing trust-based leadership and trust in colleagues 

and parents were all positively linked to student academic performance. Students at schools with 

positive trust levels were 33% more likely to achieve academic progress than those from schools 

with low trust in leaders, colleagues, and parents. The research design is a major strength. They 

used mixed methods (interviews, observations, Likert-scale questionnaires, and student 

progression measured by grades) and checked for robustness using dummy variables (e.g., 

measuring socioeconomic factors). Furthermore, the longitudinal analysis monitored the impact 

of changes to institutions over time and the consistent conditions. As such, the study 
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demonstrates the positive correlation between trust-based leadership, governance, trust among 

colleagues, and student achievement. 

These findings are confirmed by the six other studies (Adams 2013, 2020; Adams & Miskell 

2016; Hoy & Sweetland 2001; Freire & Fernandes  2016; Tschannen-Moran 2009), as they 

measure the impact of both trust-based leadership and governance, their interaction, and 

demonstrate a positive association with student achievement, teaching quality, and the 

conditions indirectly affecting student achievement. Adams (2013, 373) demonstrates positive 

effects on student achievement, finding that trust-based governance, called “enabling 

structures,” had a considerable effect on a culture of collective trust (r = 0.74), which in turn 

had a considerable effect on student achievement (r = 0.83). The study is based on responses 

from 1,039 teachers from 83 schools. The use of structural regression modelling is informative, 

as it can isolate the impact of trust-based governance, revealing it to have a stronger impact than 

other variables (e.g., the free lunch effect). The findings recommend that district leaders pay 

attention to the governance and leadership style, as trust levels have a “strong direct effect on 

school performance” (Adams 2013, 362). In line with Adams (2013), Hoy and Sweetland (2001, 

313) unveil how trust-based leadership and governance correlate positively with less employee 

gossip (r = ‒.74, p < .01) and less role conflict (r = ‒0.71, p < .01). This supports how trust-

based governance is associated with a collaboration culture that influences student achievement 

positively. 

Tschannen-Moran (2009, 232) confirms the importance of trust-based leadership and 

governance, showing how, combined with trust in colleagues, students, and parents, it makes 

employees “take their work seriously, demonstrate a high level of commitment, and go beyond 

minimum expectations to meet the needs of students.” The study is remarkable due to the 

population size (2,355 employees from 80 middle schools in the US) and samples with high 

alpha coefficients and high reliability. Tschannen-Moran (2009, 218) concludes that: 

For schools to foster greater teacher professionalism, school leaders would do well to resist 

adopting a bureaucratic orientation, with its implicit distrust. They would be better served by 

exercising their administrative authority with a professional orientation (…) and adopting practices 

that lead to strong trust among school leaders, teachers, students, and parents. 

Tschannen-Moran describes how the experience of more flexible and less rigid rules correlates 

with high trust, which leads to more professionalism. Adams and Miskell (2016, 375) support 

this finding, showing how a combination of trust-based leadership and governance affects the 

instructional capacity, defined as employee ability “to convert information into knowledge and 

knowledge into changes that respond to learning needs of students.” These findings reveal the 

relationship between trust-based leadership and governance and an organization’s ability to 

respond to information and knowledge, translating them into actions that create value for 

students. Adams and Miskell (2016, 696) also show how trust-based leadership and governance 

affect employee commitment. The two variables “explain 29% of the variance in employees’ 

commitment” and enhance their sense of competence and effectiveness (Adams 2020, 153). 

Trust-based governance not only enhances commitment but also empowers teachers, as 

illustrated by Freire and Fernandes (2016) in a teacher survey study. Using regression analyses, 

they demonstrate that when teachers experience trust-based governance (e.g., access to 

information that promotes visibility and transparency) together with opportunities for 

collaboration, it has a positive influence on their sense of empowerment, which in turn positively 

impacts teacher performance (Altun 2017; Ryan & Deci 2000; Ryan et al. 2023). 

Collectively, the studies confirm the significance of structural conditions, as the presence of 

trust-based governance increases the likelihood of improved outcomes, both directly through 

higher student performance (Bryk & Schneider 2002; Adams 2013), and indirectly by shaping 

teaching style, commitment, empowerment, collaboration, and trust in school leadership 

(Adams 2020; Adams & Miskell 2016; Hoy & Sweetland 2001; Tschannen-Moran 2009; 

Fernandes & Freire 2016). 

Although the findings from these seven studies are consistent, one important nuance should 

not be overlooked: If the variable is isolated, Bryk and Schneider’s (2002) study shows that 

trust-based governance does not relate to enhanced student achievement. Among the 400 

schools included in the study that were subjected to trust-based governance, those without trust-
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based leadership (referred to as “relational trust” in the study) did not show improved student 

achievement. Measured over three years, students in schools without trust-based leadership were 

statistically unlikely to achieve academic progression. Bryk and Schneider (2002, 111) 

conclude: “These data provide our first evidence directly linking the development of relational 

trust in the school community and long-term improvements in academic productivity.” 

Relying on these findings, politicians cannot expect trust-based governance that merely alters 

structural conditions and enhances autonomy to promote welfare. The ability of local leaders to 

enact trust-based leadership seems crucial, as trust is the “glue” that enables leaders and 

employees to communicate about how to use the autonomy to improve student achievement 

(Bryk & Schneider 2002). 

Despite their distance from the classroom, the findings show that policymakers and 

administrative leaders can indirectly impact student learning, as student learning is related to 

trust-based governance. However, the findings suggest that the positive impact appears 

contingent upon teachers experiencing trust-based leadership and governance at the local level. 

This finding aligns with trust theory describing trust as a reciprocal phenomenon (Bentzen 2019; 

Hoy & DiPaola 2008), implying that the impact of trust-based governance only materializes 

when experienced in practice by subordinates. 

 

The impact of trust-based leadership on student achievement and teaching quality 

This section examines the direct impact of trust-based leadership on student achievement and 

teaching quality. Three American studies show how trust-based leadership relates to student 

achievement, providing empirical support for the claim that trust-based leadership is associated 

with equitable student achievement (Mayger & Hochbein 2021; Smetana et al. 2016; 

Tschannen-Moran & Gareis 2015). Based on responses from 3,215 teachers across 64 schools 

and using multiple regression analysis, Tschannen-Moran and Gareis (2015) found that trust-

based leadership has a moderate, direct relationship (r = 0.43, p < 0.01) with student 

achievement. They found that trust-based leadership and the “school climate” composite explain 

75% of the student-achievement variance (Tschannen-Moran and Gareis 2015, 81), concluding 

that “without trust, principals cannot be effective leaders” (p. 84). The study is interesting 

because it also measures “instructional leadership” that shows a lower impact. Tschannen-

Moran and Gareis (2015, 82) conclude: “it is more important for a principal to be friendly, 

approachable, and open to input from teachers” than to “be aware of and deeply engaged in the 

instructional program of the school.” In line with these findings, Blömeke and Klein (2013) 

conduct a survey of 221 beginning teachers, demonstrating how trust-based leadership, 

characterized by perceived autonomy, appreciation, and support, enhanced their ability to 

provide mathematics instruction and classroom management. Both components are crucial for 

student learning (Nordenbo et al. 2008). Likewise, using regression analyses based on surveys 

from 3,900 teachers, Louis and Murphy (2017) show how teachers’ perceptions of trust-based 

leadership have a positive association (r = .67) with their ability to support students. 

 

Trust-based leadership indirectly impacts student achievement and teaching quality 

Several studies based on quantitative teacher surveys reveal trust-based leadership to be 

associated with various forms of behavior, all of which contribute to collaboration that indirectly 

benefits student academic achievement and teaching quality. Trust-based leadership encourages 

employees to give feedback, share knowledge, engage in professional reflection, mutual 

learning, and encourage innovation, and it enables an open, inclusive dialogue together with 

conflict resolution (Bektaş et al. 2022; Demir 2015; Hoy & Tschannen-Moran 2003; Kilic & 

Yavuz 2021; Louis & Murphy 2017; Parlar et al. 2022). Consistent with these findings, based 

on a qualitative case study involving five schools, Edwards-Groves et al. (2016) also find that 

trust-based leadership strengthens collaboration and enables strategic agendas to be effectively 

implemented. Cranston (2011) complements this picture with qualitative interviews from 12 

school leaders. His study demonstrates that trust-based leadership promotes stability, cohesion, 

and an inclusive, supportive school climate. The mixed-methods study by Daly (2009) adopts a 

slightly different perspective, examining the role of trust-based leadership under conditions of 

external pressure arising from externally imposed sanctions. It finds that trust-based leadership 
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reduces fear and enhances teachers’ agency and their sense of security in experimenting with 

new instructional practices, which ultimately enables transformational collaboration. 

Some of the studies also measure the impact of trust-based leadership in the form of 

improved employee motivation, self-efficacy, and psychological empowerment (Hoy & 

Tschannen-Moran 2003; Tschannen-Moran 2009), and show how trust-based leadership 

correlates positively with job satisfaction (Atik & Celik 2020; Kavgaci & Öztürk 2023). These 

studies are informative, as motivation, self-efficacy, and empowerment affect teacher 

performance (Altun 2017; Ryan & Deci 2000; Ryan et al. 2023). Thus, trust-based leadership 

indirectly benefits student achievement and teaching quality. 

 

Trust-based leadership is associated with foregrounding moral obligations 

Several studies demonstrate that trust-based leadership also enhances professional judgment and 

promotes ethical conduct. Tschannen-Moran and Gareis (2015) find that trust paves the way for 

difficult but important conversations, as employees feel more comfortable approaching their 

leaders with questions. Mayger and Hochbein (2021) investigate the relationship between trust-

based leadership and student achievement through a mixed-methods 5-year case study involving 

three schools. The methodological approach adds depth to the findings, elucidating how trust-

based leadership contributes to the foregrounding of moral commitment. They conclude that 

trust-based leadership is essential, as it translates into value-based dialogues in which leaders 

do not allow the “student-centered vision” to be compromised, which impacts student 

achievement. Similarly, other studies find that trust-based leadership fosters problem-solving 

(Gericke & Torbjörnsson 2022) and a supportive atmosphere in which challenges are openly 

discussed (Banwo et al. 2021). As such, trust-based leadership entails addressing (rather than 

neglecting) critical issues that may hinder student achievement. Therefore, foregrounding moral 

obligations is expected to have a positive indirect impact on students’ achievement.   

Up to this point, the focus has been on the direct and indirect impact of trust-based leadership 

and governance. In the next section, the 25 articles are examined for the knowledge they can 

contribute regarding how best to promote trust in the public sector. 

 

Building trust-based leadership and governance: lessons from research 

In the following section, the findings are analyzed with the aim of answering Research Question 

2. The focus here is on the dynamics of how trust is built in practice in the public sector and on 

what may be important in relation to implementing trust-based governance.  

 

Trust enhances behavior and collaboration, which cannot be imposed 

Taken together, the 25 studies reveal a pattern that shows how trust-based leadership and 

governance can positively impact student achievement. This can be understood from the fact 

that trust is a reciprocal phenomenon: When employees experience trust from leadership and 

trust-based governance, their own trust increases - not only toward leaders (Atik & Celik 2020; 

Freire & Fernandes 2016; Louis & Murphy 2017), but also toward colleagues, students, and 

parents (Demir 2015; Hoy & Sweetland 2001). This reciprocity can promote broader 

organizational trust, defined as general trust across all relationships. This explains why trust-

based leadership and governance can indirectly benefit students by enhancing collaboration 

among all stakeholders, which in turn supports achievement (see Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3: Trust enhances collaboration, which improves school outcomes 

 

It is worth noting that the positive behaviors increased by trust, such as enhanced knowledge 

sharing (Cranston 2011), exceeding minimum expectations (Tcshannen-Moran 2009), and 

foregrounding moral obligations (Banwo et al. 2021), are behaviors that cannot be enforced 

through power; that is, politicians and administrative leaders cannot guarantee them. However, 
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findings reveal how trust-based leadership and governance can increase the likelihood of these 

positive behaviors. Therefore, if policymakers and leaders aim to promote collaborative 

behavior, research suggests they should practice and uphold trust-based leadership and 

governance. This knowledge is relevant for informing future implementation of trust, because 

one of the reasons governance has become so restrictive in practice is that policymakers, guided 

by bureaucratic logics, have attempted to ensure quality for citizens through procedures and a 

focus on rule compliance (Andersen et al. 2020). Scholars have shown how such problems can 

lead policymakers to abandon trust-based approaches, based on a bureaucratic argument that 

more rules ensure quality (Nyhan, 2000, Bentzen 2021). These findings thus provide decision-

makers with an alternative argument, grounded in trust-based research, recommending that they 

be deliberate about what can and cannot be ensured through rules. The findings can be 

interpreted as a recommendation for policymakers to consider whether there is empirical 

evidence that regulations can achieve a desired behavioral change, or whether the regulations 

risk producing the opposite effect of what was intended. 

 
Subordinates’ experience of trust signals welfare outcomes.   

Notably, 19 of the studies measure whether subordinates (as trustors) experience trust, finding 

that their experience of trust is associated with student achievement, teaching quality, and 

factors that positively impact student achievement. 

This is interesting because the subordinates’ experience of trust thus becomes an indicator 

of student achievement, meaning that the level of subordinates’ experience of trust in surveys 

can inform policymakers about the likelihood of improved student achievement. For example, 

when subordinates in a school district experience rigid procedures that hinder their work (low 

trust-based governance), student achievement could be expected to decline (Adams 2013). 

This suggests that politicians and administrative leaders cannot simply introduce a new 

policy of trust-based leadership and governance and expect it to be effective; they must also 

ensure that subordinates perceive the trust being extended. In practice, this may mean that 

administrators might do well to evaluate during the implementation by collecting feedback from 

leaders and employees on how they perceive the development of trust. 

 

Leaders play a key role in developing trust in organizations 

Despite finding a positive impact of trust-based leadership and governance, several precautions 

must be taken. Bryk and Schneider (2002) show how trust-based governance can disadvantage 

students, depending on the presence of trust-based leadership in the local units, and several 

scholars describe how trust-based leadership is crucial to fostering trust among school personnel 

(Kars & Inandi 2018; Tschannen-Moran & Gerais 2015; Wahlstrom & Louis 2008). Cranston 

(2011, 60) claims that “the principal plays a key role in nurturing these relationships [among 

employees].” Forsyth et al. (2011, 64) elaborate on this claim, explaining how: 

It is not the role of school leaders to reduce vulnerabilities but instead to make it possible for school 

agents to take risks. Principals do this by being supportive, open, collegial, authentic, and 

considerate as well as by cultivating boundary-spanning cooperation that encourages collective, 

not unilateral, problem-solving. 

This paragraph highlights an intriguing shift. Whereas accountability-focused leadership seeks 

to eliminate any risk that might damage accountability measures, trust-based leadership focuses 

on supporting employees in coming to terms with risk, acknowledging that trust is desirable 

despite the risk it entails. 

As such, trust-based leadership is important, as it can contribute to subordinates’ willingness 

to accept offers of trust-based governance, such as more autonomy and responsibility (Bentzen 

2019). Other studies confirm this, revealing how trust-based leadership is crucial for reforms 

and other development agendas to be implemented and to function as intended (Adams 2013; 

Edwards-Groves et al. 2016; Postholm 2019; Vallentin & Thygesen 2017). Louis (2007) 

concludes that the level of trust in the local school determines whether innovations introduced 

by the central office administration will succeed. Politicians and administrative leaders should 

therefore value trust-based leadership as a central factor if enhancing trust is to lead to improved 

school outcomes. 
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Trust is not laissez-faire - it’s about addressing problems head-on and requires a clear 
mission 

A major concern regarding the implementation of trust-based leadership and governance is 

whether self-serving subordinates abuse trust (Schillemans 2013) or become “paternalistic” and 

disregard citizen interests (Le Grand 2010, 65). This concern may be due to a tendency to 

perceive trust as a naïve or unconditional phenomenon, leading to skepticism regarding the 

positive role of trust and believing that some degree of distrust is positive (Six 2013; Vallentin 

& Thygesen 2017, 8). The findings from this review refute these worries, demonstrating that 

trust should not be understood as a naïve phenomenon and that it is incompatible with laissez-

faire leadership (Kars & Inandi 2018). The studies included in this review all define trust as 

benevolent, reliable, competent, honest, and open behavior or attitude (Tschannen-Moran & 

Hoy 2000), indicating that a naïve conceptualization of trust has not taken hold in the research 

field. In this light, it is understandable that researchers find high levels of trust enable problems 

to be addressed and competence gaps to be resolved through collaboration and dialogue (Banwo 

et al. 2021; Mayger & Hochbein 2021). 

Furthermore, several studies show how trust-based leadership and governance contribute to 

greater alignment with the organizational mission (Banwo et al. 2021; Hoy & Sweetland 2001; 

Mayger & Hochbein 2021; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis 2015). Harris et al. (2013) describe this 

impact as an “alignment of strategy.” Taken together, these studies demonstrate a relationship 

between trust and a clear organizational mission (see Table 2). 

These findings emphasize that the trust-based leadership included in this research is not 

enacted as passive or laissez-faire leadership, where employees are left to themselves with an 

unknown or unclear mission. Further research may uncover more detailed information about the 

mission clarity‒trust relationship. 

 

Table 2: Illustration of how mission focus is related to trust-based leadership and governance 

 Leadership Governance 

High Trust  Supporting a coordinated 

mission focus 

Structures promoting mission fulfillment 

Low Trust 

Laissez-faire or micro-

management  

Allowing a defocused mission Lack of structures to support mission 

fulfillment, or structures that hinder 

mission fulfillment 

 

 

Discussion 

Several studies demonstrate that trust-based leadership and governance contribute to improved 

student achievement and enhanced teaching quality. Some findings indicate that this occurs 

through stronger collaboration, as well as greater teacher commitment and motivation. Together, 

these factors directly and indirectly strengthen school outcomes. 

Importantly, the findings provide a more nuanced understanding of the types of behaviors 

that trust-based leadership and governance promote among employees. Trust encourages staff 

to act on their moral obligations, to engage in problem-solving and conflict resolution, and to 

demonstrate constructive behaviors, for example, by exceeding formal requirements and 

reducing their involvement in counterproductive practices such as gossip. 

These findings support theories suggesting that leaders and employees share common 

interests and should not view each other as opponents (Schillemans 2013), as the subordinates 

actually become motivated to exceed requirements when experiencing trust. This stands in 

contrast to an NPM-based approach, where leaders generally control self-interested individuals 

with external motivation. At the same time, the results also show that when teachers experience 

trust-based leadership and governance, their trust in parents and students increases (Bryk & 

Schneider 2002; Hoy & Tschannen-Moran 2007; Kars & Inandi 2018). This refutes concerns 
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about strong professionals exploiting trust to behave “paternalistically” and disregard citizen 

interests (Le Grand 2010, 65). 

It is also notable that the findings help us further understand trust not merely as a “magic 

concept” (Bentzen & Bringselius 2023, 1) where different actors can assign different meanings 

to trust.  The “magic concept”- understanding tends to make it unclear how trust-based 

leadership and governance are actually defined, and entails ambiguity regarding what it requires 

when political or administrative leaders aim to increase trust. Several of the findings indicate 

that leadership plays a central role (Bryk & Schneider 2002; Tschannen-Moran & Gerais 2015; 

Wahlstrom & Louis 2008, Cranston 2011). In other words, even though decisionmakers 

implement a trust-based structure, trust-based leadership is still needed to ensure the 

development of a trust-based culture. In addition, the findings show that trust-based leadership 

should not be confused with laissez-faire leadership (Kars & Inandi 2018) or with a lack of clear 

direction (Banwo et al. 2021; Hoy & Sweetland 2001; Mayger & Hochbein 2021). The findings 

align with other scholars who point to the risk of assuming that trust-based governance is only 

about removing rules, as they emphasize instead the importance of achieving an appropriate 

balance between control and trust (Vallentin & Thygesen 2017), adjusting exiting rules and 

enabling subordinates to internalize the values behind them, as rules can subsequently be 

perceived as meaningful rather than rigid or meaningless (Six 2013; Weibel 2007), and also 

provide an important basis for the constitution of trust (Bachmann 2003). 

A key challenge when implementing trust is that decision-makers cannot be certain whether 

trust actually permeates the organization. Measurement methods developed in research might 

be applied in practice to address this challenge. The “enabling structure” (Hoy & Sweetland 

2001) measurement method, for example, measures trust-based leadership and governance, 

operationalizing it using specific formulations, such as “administrative rules in this school are 

guides to solutions rather than rigid procedures” (Hoy & Sweetland 2001, 310). Such 

operationalizations are associated with a positive impact on student achievement and teaching 

quality (Hoy & Sweetland 2001; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis 2015). As such, these are relevant 

as they offer a way for decision-makers to monitor and ensure that employees actually 

experience trust-based governance. This is also described by Adams (2013, 363): “Regular and 

consistent measures of collective trust have the potential to improve how administrators at site 

and district levels manage the implementation of improvement strategies designed to build 

capacity.” As such, trust measurement methods developed in research can be adjusted and used 

in practice to indicate whether trust is implemented successfully.   

What also makes this measurement method distinctive is that subordinates’ experience of 

trust, when measured, not only indicates whether trust has successfully been enhanced, but also 

whether a positive impact on school outcomes can be expected. As such, this approach to 

monitoring is interesting because politicians aiming to implement a trust reform may face a 

dilemma: they wish to phase out classic accountability, which standardizes and monitors task 

execution in a manner that hinders flexible solutions (Daliri-Ngametua et al. 2022). At the same 

time, politicians remain accountable for the quality of welfare services and must ensure that they 

are on the right track. Scholars have therefore called for the development of more “intelligent 

accountability” (Niedlich et al. 2021, 133). A measurement of the subordinates’ experience with 

trust-based leadership and governance could serve as an “intelligent” trust-based accountability 

method, providing politicians with valuable insights without introducing resource-intensive 

accountability systems that hinder flexible solutions. This article contributes to trust research by 

advocating for the potential of developing measurement methods in the form of “intelligent 

accountability” that can be used to measure whether a trust reform increases the experience of 

trust-based leadership and governance. 

There might be one more advantage to monitoring in this way. Scholars argue that the 

successful development of trust-based leadership and governance depends on a “strong 

strategic and local anchoring,” “experimental reform activities,” and “long-term commitment” 

(Bentzen & Bringselius 2023, 764). This warns against expecting big effects in a short time, as 

some level of inertia (Mahoney & Thelen 2010) is to be expected. By planning sample 

measurements of the experience of trust over a period of several years, policymakers can also 
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make it clearer that this is an ongoing development effort, which is evaluated and adjusted, 

thereby creating stronger anchoring. 

 

Strengths and limitations of the study 

When interpreting the results, it is essential to note that the research string requires “trust” in the 

title and the use of empirical studies. This has likely excluded some studies. For example, studies 

of the Finnish school system are not included despite high levels of trust-based leadership and 

governance, together with high student achievement (Sahlberg 2011). Widening the research 

scope and including more terms related to trust (e.g., “distributed leadership”) in the search 

string might reveal additional relevant studies. 

As regards generalizability to other sectors, school outcomes may be more influenced by 

trust-based leadership and governance than those in other domains. As trust is described as a 

strong, multi-dimensional factor in education - operating horizontally among colleagues, 

students, and parents (Hoy & DiPaola 2008) - it can seem more vital in schools, as professional 

collaboration among teachers and with students depends on openness and shared responsibility; 

for example, with respect to how to communicate with students and parents about the 

importance of homework or the social norms to which students must adhere. In contrast, a 

homecare worker can more easily assist an elderly citizen with bathing, regardless of whether 

they have high trust in their colleagues. It is therefore likely that, although trustful collaboration 

is generally important in welfare services, differences exist in the school sector. Moreover, 

teachers can be considered strong professionals (Noordegraaf 2007), which possibly affects 

their willingness to accept the trust offered compared to other professions. The findings must 

therefore be interpreted cautiously when applied to other settings. Future research could shed 

light on the generalizability. 

A critic might wonder why there are no cases in which the removal of rules and display of 

trust produce negative effects. However, it should be noted that one of the defining factors of 

trust-based leadership is “competence.” This means that surveys on trust-based leadership often 

include questions about leadership competency. This makes theoretical sense, as trust is defined 

by the ability (or competence) (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy 2000) to live up to the values 

espoused, and Bentzen et al. (forthcoming, 6) stress “competence” as an important component 

of trust-based leadership, as the leaders “must have the necessary skills and resources to fulfil 

the trust placed in one.” Still, from another perspective, it is notable that “competence” is 

included as an item, because one can assume a relationship between the perception of 

“competent leadership” and positive outcomes, regardless of leadership style. 

 

Future research directions: Assessing the efficacy when implementing trust 

A research gap emerges when examining the findings in this literature review on the impact of 

trust-based governance and leadership, primarily quantitative survey research conducted in 

American schools, and then considering research on enhancing trust in Scandinavian countries, 

primarily qualitative and descriptive research conducted in Scandinavian institutions (Bentzen 

et al. 2020; Bentzen & Bringselius 2023; Hjelmar & Leth Jakobsen 2021). Several survey 

methods developed to assess trust-based leadership and governance reveal a positive impact in 

the form of improved school outcomes (Adams 2013; Bryk and Schneider 2002; Smetana et al. 

2016; Tschannen-Moan & Gerais 2015). Aside from the Bryk and Schneider (2002) study, these 

outcomes are measured as cross-sectional snapshots. In contrast, Scandinavian research on the 

implementation of trust in public administration relies more on qualitative case studies to assess 

impact. It would therefore be relevant to adapt these survey methods on welfare outcomes to the 

Scandinavian context and combine them with qualitative research to examine the effects of 

political initiatives aimed at increasing trust-based leadership and governance. 

 

Conclusion 

Building on the Scandinavian interest in strengthening trust as an alternative to control-based 

governance, this study set out to examine whether there is empirical support for the assumption 

that increased trust leads to improved welfare outcomes. Drawing on research from the 
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educational sector, the study highlights several positive associations between trust-based 

leadership and governance and school outcomes. At the same time, it identifies factors that 

condition whether such positive effects can be realized. The findings thus demonstrate that 

decisionmakers seeking to promote trust cannot simply reduce regulations and expand 

autonomy; trust-based governance still relies on rules and frameworks. Moreover, it requires 

trust-oriented leadership, as school leaders play a key role in fostering a collaborative culture 

and maintaining a clear focus on the school’s mission. 

The findings highlight a research gap in the implementation of trust and call for further 

research into how trust is implemented, as well as the continued development of measurement 

methods to assess and inform trust enhancement. 

The article contributes to practice by arguing that research-based methods used to measure 

trust can also be applied in practice to inform the implementation phase. Measuring trust-based 

leadership and governance in the implementation process can provide guiding principles and 

function as an instrument for assessing whether the ambitions to foster trust are being 

successfully achieved. As such, the measurements can serve as trust-based accountability in 

public governance, evaluating the ability to promote trust. 
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Notes 

 
1 When used in quotes, “teacher” refers to an “employee.” 
2 “Control” was tested as a keyword, but it returned 30,000+ irrelevant results. After reviewing 

100 unrelated articles, I decided to exclude it to streamline the search. 

“Academic trust” is the name of a school’s structure in England and is not related to “trust” in 

the context of this research. Aiming to exclude research around “academic trust,” this term was 

excluded. The search string returned several studies related to Covid and trust. To eliminate 

these, articles with the term “Covid” were excluded. Several Chinese studies on trust within the 

school system appeared in the search results. As the focus is limited to Western studies, “China” 

was excluded from the search string. 
3Turkey and Israel are included because their school systems are comparable to those of Western 

countries. 
4Three studies (Adams 2013; Cansoy et al. 2020; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis 2015) with a small 

percentage of the respondents from high schools were also included, as the majority of 

respondents was from “lower” schools. 
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