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ABSTRACT 
 
Trust is highly valued in schools and has been linked to factors that support 
innovation, wellbeing and high student achievement (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; 
Sun et al., 2023; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015). The purpose of the research 
study this article is based on was to identify how sustaining trust through 
unexpected change differs from building trust, and therefore what actions are 
required from school principals during these disruptions. Data from an 
anonymous survey of New Zealand secondary school teachers revealed how 
important they thought different facets of trust were and what advice they 
would give to principals when building trust versus sustaining trust. It was 
found that honesty was ranked highest for both. In addition, the most frequent 
advice to principals centered on acts of benevolence when both building and 
sustaining trust, followed by openness. Teachers also valued principals 
remaining calm during uncertainty. Their advice also shifted from building an 
individual relationship with the principal when establishing trust, towards 
looking after the team collectively when sustaining trust. The implications of 
this research are that principals need to be aware of the impact of their actions 
during unexpected changes, focusing on the wellbeing of all and providing 
certainty to teachers by taking a consistent, calm, and transparent approach.  

 
 

INTRODUCTION 

Building and sustaining trust with teaching staff has been identified as a 
fundamental leadership capability. Previous research has linked trust to factors 
that support innovation, wellbeing and high student achievement (Bryk & 
Schneider, 2002; Sun et al., 2023; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015). In an 
Aotearoa New Zealand context, the Educational Leadership Capability 
Framework explicitly identifies building and sustaining high-trust relationships 
as “the heart of effective leadership” (Wylie & McKinley, 2018, p. 5), recognising 
that other leadership practices depend on high-trust relationships. While 
extensive research exists about building trust in educational settings, only 
recently has there been a distinction made between building and sustaining trust. 
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While most literature treats building and sustaining trust as the same concept 
(Bukko et al., 2021; Wylie & McKinley, 2018), recent research suggests that 
sustaining trust requires different leadership approaches (Gustafsson et al., 2021; 
Panteli et al., 2023). A research study aimed to fill this gap in the context of New 
Zealand secondary schools focused on the concept of trust and the difference in 
leadership approaches needed to build and to sustain trust. The experiences of 
the first author post-COVID motivated her to look at how principals not only 
build but sustain trust through times of change. These include small changes such 
as within a senior leadership team, and larger changes, such as the COVID-19 
lockdowns. Other recent changes, including to curriculum and assessment 
practices, highlight the ongoing relevance of this research as such changes have 
the potential to cause stress for teachers and may lead to the erosion of trust.  

 
 

UNDERSTANDINGS AND DIMENSIONS OF TRUST 

Trust is defined in different ways in a range of literature. One common view is 
that it is the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another party 
(Mayer et al., 1995) and it is this understanding that will be used in this article. 
Over the years, many authors have tried to break down the complexity of trust 
into different facets or dimensions in order to inform leadership practices. These 
dimensions include ability or competence, benevolence, and integrity (see for 
example, Belasen & Belasen, 2024; Edwards-Groves & Grootenboer, 2021; 
Hungerford & Cleary, 2021; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015; Tschannen-
Moran & Hoy, 2000). Tschannen-Moran and Gareis (2015), whose education 
focused research was carried out in the USA, proposed a model that broke those 
dimensions down further to five facets of trust that will be drawn on in this article: 
benevolence, reliability, openness, competence, and honesty. 

Benevolence involves leaders showing kindness and caring to build trust 
(Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015). Acts of benevolence include being fair and 
consistent with all employees (Hungerford & Cleary, 2021) and raising the well-
being of others (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000). Reliability can be seen when 
the leader follows through with what they say they will do, from commitments, 
promises, appointments, and confidences (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000). 
Reliability works alongside actions of benevolence and competence (Tschannen-
Moran & Gareis, 2015), and repeated actions of care and competence go to build 
a pattern of behaviour that allows staff to predict the future (Hungerford & 
Cleary, 2021; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015). Openness, as a facet of trust, 
highlights the reciprocal nature of trust (Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015; 
Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000). Being open involves the leader sharing 
information, explanations and reasons behind decision-making processes 
(Bukko et al., 2021; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 
2000). This, in turn, encourages staff to be open as well (Tschannen-Moran & 
Gareis, 2015). Sharing information in an open environment creates a platform for 
shared problem-solving (Hungerford & Cleary, 2021) and creating shared 
responsibility within the school (Bukko et al., 2021).  

Competence as a leader is being able to do your job and complete tasks to 
an expected level (Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 
2000). To do this, a leader needs a specific set of skills and knowledge 
(Hungerford & Cleary, 2021), including being competent in building 
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relationships (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000) and completing complex tasks in 
a timely manner (Hungerford & Cleary, 2021; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015). 
Being a role model, having high standards for themselves and others, and being 
consistent with those standards have also been identified as important leadership 
actions (Hungerford & Cleary, 2021). Honesty can be broken down into integrity 
and authenticity (Hungerford & Cleary, 2021; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000). 
Integrity involves consistency between a leader's words and actions (Tschannen-
Moran & Hoy, 2000) and includes showing vulnerability (Zak, 2017). 
Authenticity, by contrast, means taking ownership of one's actions and mistakes 
rather than distorting the truth to shift blame (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000), 
and is supported when principals demonstrate openness and honesty in their 
interactions with staff (Bukko et al., 2021).  

 
Trust in schools 

Previous studies have revealed that trust in educational settings can have an 
impact both on student academic achievement, and staff performance and 
wellbeing (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Sun et al., 2023; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 
2015). Sun et al.’s (2023) meta-analysis of the effects of trust on student academic 
achievement focused on the effects of teachers’ trust in students and how 
leadership affects that trust. Their study showed that teacher trust in students 
and parents had a significant effect on student learning. Teacher performance 
and wellbeing have also been the focus of research. Belasen and Belasen (2024) 
found that leaders who have high trust in their staff use honesty and open 
communication to create a safe environment. In addition, Tschannen-Moran and 
Gareis (2015) highlight that trust between the principal and teacher can inspire 
teachers, leading to new ideas and innovation in the classroom. Innovation does 
not happen in isolation, and a benefit of trust in the workplace is that it fosters an 
environment where staff work together and cooperate (Bukko et al., 2021; 
Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015).  
 

 
Trust, distrust and trust violations 

Recent research has found through functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging that 
different areas of the brain are activated during feelings of distrust and trust 
(Adams & Forsyth, 2025). Distrust activates the amygdala, the region of the brain 
that has been identified as controlling the fear response (AbuHasan et al., 2023). 
The amygdala is part of the limbic system, which controls emotions and 
behaviours in a person and can regulate anxiety, aggression and fear (AbuHasan 
et al., 2023). When a person is in a state of distrust, trust-building actions cannot 
repair this state of mind, and stress and distrust reinforce each other (Adams & 
Forsyth, 2025). In contrast, Adams and Forsyth state that trust activates the 
prefrontal cortex of the brain – the area of the brain responsible for planning, 
strategy and executive decision-making (Hathaway & Newton, 2023). When this 
area is activated, it also contributes to motivation, reward and cooperation 
(Mohapatra & Wagner, 2023).  

In addition, Gustafsson et al. (2021) have identified conceptual 
distinctions in trust building, trust repair, and trust preservation in contrast with 
previous literature referring to building and sustaining trust as the same concept 
(Bukko et al., 2020; Wylie & McKinley, 2018). Recent studies into unexpected 
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disruptions, such as the Global Economic Crisis (Gustafsson et al., 2021) and 
COVID-19 (Panteli et al., 2023), have shown a distinction between the leadership 
practices that are needed to build trust compared to those needed to sustain trust 
during disruptions. While leadership practices that focus on the facets of trust can 
build trust, if leadership is not enacted to sustain trust, then it can be eroded over 
time (Kähkönen et al., 2021) to the point of breaking (Chen et al., 2011; 
Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000). 

Reasons why trust in leaders is broken, identified in previous research, 
include excessive monitoring of work (Belasen & Belasen, 2024), a lack of 
communication or knowledge, incompetence, a failure to uphold ethical 
behaviour, and a lack of collaboration (Kähkönen, 2021). Chen et al. (2011) 
summarise the effects of breaking trust into breaches of ability, integrity and 
benevolence. Each breach brings about different emotional reactions; for 
example, a breach of trust that erodes confidence in ability leads staff to feel 
disappointed, frustrated and annoyed (Chen et al., 2011). A breach in a leader's 
integrity can result in feelings of loathing, aversion and contempt (Chen et al., 
2011). Finally, if benevolence was the cause of the trust breach, then staff felt 
sadness, anger and fear (Chen et al., 2011). These authors identify that a breach 
that had the underlying cause of a lack of benevolence was the one with the 
greatest risk, as it threatened the person’s identity and wellbeing.  

This is particularly relevant in the context of schools, where the impact of 
a trust violation can have a ripple effect, for example, if the violation is with an 
individual, it is likely to affect the group to some degree (Kähkönen et al., 2021). 
Once trust is broken, individual repair can take a long time to achieve 
(Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000), and longer still if a group is involved, as their 
assessment of the situation lasts longer (Chen et al., 2011). Also, if repair is not 
done well, it may never be fixed or can lead to further negative actions like 
revenge (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2000). Chen et al. (2011) found that if trust 
was broken through actions that showed the leaders were not competent, then 
the most appropriate way for the leader to resolve the issue would be to apologise 
for those actions. However, if a leader's integrity was at fault, the best course of 
action, according to Chen et al., was denial. However, building on this, according 
to Kähkönen et al. (2021), repair needs to come verbally and as a leadership 
action. This means, apology or denial need to coincide with changes of 
management structure or compensation. Kähkönen et al. explain that these 
actions can be viewed as relational trust repair strategies. 

 
Building vs. sustaining trust 

Two recent studies have focused on the distinction between building trust and 
sustaining trust during unexpected change (Gustafsson et al., 2021; Panteli et al., 
2023). During these studies, which focused on large-scale, unexpected 
disruptions such as the global financial crisis (Gustafsson et al., 2021) and 
COVID-19 (Panteli et al., 2023), trust preservation practices emerged as a result 
of the disruption and were not intentional acts (Gustafsson et al., 2021; Panteli et 
al., 2023). While neither of these studies were carried out in a school context, 
both appear to have relevance to the education sector which experiences ongoing 
disruptions and change. Gustafsson et al. (2021) identified three practices that 
preserved trust: cognitive bridging, emotional embodying and inclusive enacting.  

Cognitive bridging is the process of the leader being able to use different 
techniques to bring the past, present and future together. It allows staff to 
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understand where the organisation has been in the past, linked to the current 
situation, and the actions that are needed to move into the future. According to 
Gustafsson et al., this practice brings together honesty and openness to a level 
that shows staff why there is a need for change, and that, despite this change, 
there is still ongoing continuity in their work. Emotional embodying is where the 
leader shows care towards their staff during a period where the staff are feeling 
vulnerable. This process takes time and space and is supported by “concrete 
actions” (Gustafsson et al., 2021, p. 1421). It is also about prioritizing people's 
emotions over the task at hand and making provisions for the wellbeing of staff 
(Panteli et al., 2023). Inclusive enacting practice by a leader is where they involve 
others in the decision-making processes during the disruption and change 
(Gustafsson et al., 2021). This process allows staff to have a voice, be heard and 
maintain a sense of control over the change (Kasten, 2018). It is also about 
ensuring that processes and standards are consistently applied, so integrity is 
maintained (Gustafsson et al., 2021). This process appears to empower staff and 
forms a sense of belonging and a feeling of togetherness. Gustafsson et al. further 
discuss enabling mechanisms that allowed these practices to occur, including 
processes that reinforce familiarity such as the use of stories, rituals and 
processes. The second mechanism involved the leader understanding that their 
main priority during these disruptions is to protect their staff. This model is 
outlined in Figure 1 below. 

 

Figure 1: Model for sustaining trust during unexpected disruptions (Gustafsson et al., 2021, p. 
1418) 

 
 



Jane Coup & Kate Thornton      36 

 
 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

To research the difference between building trust and sustaining trust during 
unexpected change, a voluntary, anonymous survey was conducted with a sample 
of New Zealand secondary school teachers. Convenience sampling was used, 
which has been described as the selection of participants who are convenient 
sources of data for the researcher, enabling the easy collection of data (Battaglia, 
2008). In this study, the researcher approached senior leaders in Auckland 
secondary schools through her personal networks. These senior leaders were then 
asked to send the survey on to their staff who could decide whether to participate. 
A survey-based research method was chosen as it has been identified as an 
efficient method for collecting data from a large number of participants about 
their experiences and beliefs (Cohen et al., 2018). This approach also allowed the 
collection of both qualitative and quantitative data. The research was guided by 
three questions: 
 

1) How do secondary school teachers rank the importance of each facet of 
trust when building trust versus sustaining trust through unexpected 
disruptions? 

2) What advice do teachers give principals for building trust, and how 
does that differ from advice for sustaining trust during unexpected 
disruptions? 

3) What are the implications of these finds for principals during times of 
uncertainty and change? 

 
The survey questions were formulated based on the five facets of trust, and asked 
teachers to identify which facets they thought were most important for both 
building and maintaining trust. A small trial of the survey was conducted with 
three teachers before it was distributed. Their feedback led to minor changes 
being made. This data was deleted before the formal data collection started to 
maintain participant anonymity. 

Survey responses were received from 111 teachers. A process of thematic 
analysis based on Braun and Clarke’s stages (2022), was undertaken for the 
second section of the survey which involved giving advice to principals for 
building and then sustaining trust. The first stage of the process was 
familiarization with the advice given to principals. This was done by reading all 
the comments multiple times. The themes drawn from the literature review – the 
five facets of trust, honesty, reliability, benevolence, and competence – were used 
to code the data. Within these themes, each piece of advice was read again and 
coded to one or more of the facets.  

Most comments were straight forward in how they were to be coded as they 
stated the facet of trust, they found to be the most important. For example, 
“communicate openly” was coded as openness and “consistent fairness” was 
coded as reliable. It was decided, based on the work of Bukko et al. (2021), that 
comments related to being present and knowing people as individuals were coded 
as benevolence.  
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FINDINGS 

Participants were asked how important each facet of trust was when building 
trust and sustaining trust on a five-point scale, 1 being not at all important, 2 
slightly important, 3 moderately important, 4 very important and 5 extremely 
important. Honesty emerged as the highest-ranked facet for both building trust 
and sustaining trust, demonstrating teachers' fundamental expectation that 
principals demonstrate integrity in their communications and actions. 
Competence and reliability were also highly valued. 

Figure 2 shows the comparison of how important each facet of trust was to 
teachers when building trust compared to sustaining trust. Openness and 
benevolence received significantly lower importance ratings compared to 
honesty, for both building and sustaining trust. While teachers value 
transparency and caring from their principals, they do not rate these facets as 
highly as honesty when explicitly asked to rank importance. The lower ratings for 
openness may have reflected teachers' understanding that principals cannot 
always share all information, while the lower ratings for benevolence might 
suggest that teachers prioritise competence over personal care. 

 

 
Figure 2: The importance of each facet of trust 

 
Advice for principals 

Of the 111 survey responses, 81 people offered advice to principals on what they 
saw as important actions for building trust. Of those responses, 55 included 
comments that involved benevolence. This high frequency of benevolence advice, 
despite benevolence receiving lower importance ratings in the quantitative data, 
may reflect a distinction between cognitive and affective dimensions of trust, 
highlighted in previous research (Berkovich, 2018; Gill et al., 2024). When asked 
directly to rank importance, teachers prioritised cognitive facets such as honesty 
and competence. However, their practical advice suggests that affective trust — 
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feeling known, cared for, and valued as an individual — was what was most 
noticeably absent in their experience of principals. The relatively low frequency 
of reliability advice (11%) supports this pattern, teachers were not asking for more 
of what they already expected, but for what they felt was missing.  

Table 1 below illustrates the advice from the teachers on building trust 
aligned with the five facets. While their advice covered all facets of trust, when 
teachers gave advice around caring, it was for them as individuals and about 
knowing who they were as a person.  

These suggestions provide diverse perspectives demonstrating that 
teachers conceptualize trust-building as a multifaceted process requiring various 
leadership approaches. The comments highlight that trust is more than an 
abstract concept measured by the five facets identified in the literature; rather, it 
manifests through concrete, everyday interactions and behaviours that teachers 
can observe and experience. 

 
Table 1: Building trust advice associated with different facets of trust 

Facet of 
Trust 

Examples of Comments 

Benevolence “Your caring is powerful. Your presence in person is caring.” 
“Invest time into the relationship.” 
“Recognition of teachers’ efforts.” 
“Always be approachable (within reason and whenever possible).” 
“Ensure you take care and mean what you say.” 
“Be a good listener.” 
“Checking in on my classroom to see what the students are up to.” 
“Look for strengths in their employees rather than weaknesses.” 
“See me as an equal rather than an employee.” 
“Know my name.” 
“Take time to know each staff member, specifically what they are like outside 
of school. Personal connections and relational trust are super important.” 
“Value you for who you are is really important (so you don’t feel like a cog).” 
“Being able to have a laugh.” 

Reliability “Consistent fairness.” 
“Consistency is really important for the kind of stability that would underpin 
a high-trust relationship.” 
“It is easy to trust during the ‘good’ times, deep and long-lasting trust is 
developed during the ‘tough’ times. Leadership is even more important 
during these phases.” 

Openness “Communicate openly.” 
“Always be open and willing to have hard conversations.” 
“Be clear about your goals and your reasons.” 
“Explain your thinking.” 
“Having open communication with staff about expectations.” 

Competence  “I want to see the principal doing the mahi that they expect from staff.” 
“Keep a professional boundary.” 
“I am looking to you to be that example and reminder to me and be who I look 
up to for advice and guidance.” 
“Act decisively.” 

Honesty “If you say you’ll do something, especially if you give a deadline, please do it, 
or let me know why you couldn’t do it.” 
“I respect when you admit you made a mistake.” 
“You don’t have to pretend you agree with something if it conflicts with your 
values.” 
“Be honest.” 
“Let me know that you try hard but that you are fallible too.” 
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The comments from the building trust data also reveal a recurring theme: the 
critical importance of principals knowing teachers as individuals rather than 
simply as employees. Comments such as “spend time getting to know each staff 
member personally” and “invest time in the relationship” highlight that teachers 
want to be seen and valued as whole people with lives, interests, and concerns 
beyond their professional duties. This individualised approach to relationship-
building emerged as a dominant pattern in the building trust advice, 
distinguishing it from the more collective focus that characterized the sustaining 
trust recommendations. 

From the 111 responses, 71 people offered advice to principals and senior 
leaders on how to sustain trust during unexpected disruptions. The facet of 
openness occurred most frequently in the advice given with 59% of comments 
including this facet including being transparent and communicating effectively. 
Benevolence was also mentioned frequently, followed by honesty, competence 
and reliability. This shows that while teachers still value honesty, reliability and 
competence, they mentioned transparency, openness and care more frequently 
in their comments. Table 2 outlines a variety of advice from teachers about what 
they wanted in a principal during unexpected disruptions to sustain their trust. 
These comments included frequent use of words such as the team, all, and 
everyone, while comments around reliability focused on how the principal should 
act and remain calm. 

These quotes illustrate a shift in focus from individual relationship-
building to collective team support, demonstrating that teachers view sustaining 
trust as different from building trust, requiring principals to think beyond 
individual relationships to encompass whole-school dynamics. The language 
reveals heightened emotional stakes, with teachers expressing needs for stability 
“cool calm to the point”, “stay positive”, transparency “explain as much as you 
can”, and reassurance “communicate clearly how the challenges affecting staff go 
beyond a wider context” that differ from the relationship-focused advice given for 
building trust. These quotes highlight the vulnerability teachers feel during 
disruptions and their reliance on principals to provide both emotional and 
informational support. Table 3 summarises the difference between the advice 
teachers gave for building vs sustaining trust. 

Finally, these comments emphasize the critical importance of principal 
demeanour and communication style during uncertainty. Teachers repeatedly 
stressed the need for principals to “remain calm and transparent while making 
decisions,” and “appear stable and unflustered,” suggesting that how principals 
behave during disruptions is as important as what they do. This focus on the 
principal’s emotional demeanour and communication style highlights teachers' 
recognition that their own stress and uncertainty can be supported by steady, 
reliable leadership. When comparing how often each trust facet appears in advice 
to principals, teachers appear to need more frequent and detailed communication 
to overcome the uncertainty that is being experienced. This increase in reliability 
advice reflected teachers’ emphasis on principals remaining calm during 
unexpected disruptions, staying consistent in their approach, and potentially 
being predictable in their responses to the disruption. The advice centred on the 
importance of principals maintaining steady, dependable behaviour when the 
situation becomes unpredictable. 
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Table 2: Examples of sustaining trust advice comments associated with different facets of trust 

Facet of 
Trust 

Examples of Comments 

Benevolence “Your school’s reputation is never worth more than the wellbeing of people in 
your school community.” 
“Keep a close eye on more isolated departments — see how you can encourage 
integration with the rest of your kura.” 
“Trust people to do their job.” 
“Check in with your team regularly.” 
“Being flexible and supportive. Acknowledging challenges and concerns.” 
“Be thoughtful and well considered in your response.” 
“Prioritise the well-being of all involved, including themselves.” 
“Recognise their efforts during challenging times.” 
“It is vital that a team spirit is built and we feel we are all on the same team. 
The principal needs to respect the fact that people’s ideas and feelings may 
differ, and everyone’s point of view deserves to be acknowledged and 
understood.” 
“Take time to listen to any concerns.” 
“To place the well-being of students and staff at the centre in time of 
unexpected change. Recognise the stress of change and act in a way that is 
necessary to go through the change, while showing a high level of care.” 
“They have to know you’ve got their back (and sometimes their family’s as 
well).” 

Reliability “You want your leader to be honest, reliable and the rock in the situation that 
will hold it together.” 
“Remaining calm.” 
“Stay positive.” 
“Cool calm to the point.” 
“Appear stable and unflustered. Do as you say you will do.” 

Openness “Transparency is key.” 
“Give timely and near accurate updates.” 
“Keep everyone informed. Not just of what is going to happen, but with big 
changes, what were some of the thought processes.” 
“If there is a culture among the staff of having open and non-judgmental 
communication with senior leadership it creates the foundation for dealing 
with unexpected change.” 
“Be prepared to brief staff at any time, and regularly, about the situation 
openly and pragmatically.” 
“Explain as much as you can.” 
“Communicate clearly how the changes affecting staff belong in a wider 
context.” 

Competence “Clarity of communication created structure for staff out of what was quite a 
chaotic time period. This clarity of communication meant SLT had credibility 
and they felt confident going to them with questions/concerns.” 
“Maintain high but realistic expectations of all staff to be informed to manage 
change, i.e. not too top-down.” 
“Clear communication, I think, helps to build a perception of competence and 
to build that trust in leadership.” 

Honesty “Front up to mistakes made.” 
“Be honest with what you can and cannot do.” 
“Be honest, straight speaking, to the point and ready to listen.” 
“Don’t lie as the gossip network always works it out and then your word means 
a lot less to you.” 
“Most importantly is honesty.” 
“I imagine that would call for pretty start honesty — everyone is facing this 
and this etc, and here’s how we’re going to work together.” 
“Tell me the truth.” 
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Table 3: Table showing the difference between advice for building and sustaining trust 

Aspect Building Trust Sustaining Trust 
Most highly ranked 
facet (importance 
survey) 

Honesty Honesty 

Most frequent facet 
in advice 

Benevolence (68% of comments) Openness (59% of comments), 
closely followed by benevolence 

Overarching focus The individual - “Know me, trust 
me” 

The collective - “Bring the team 
together” 

Relationship 
orientation 

Principal –Teacher (one-to-one) Principal – Whole staff (team 
wide) 

Benevolence in 
action 

Know teachers as individuals; 
learn names, interests, strengths; 
treat staff as equals rather than 
employees 

Prioritize the wellbeing of all; 
encourage, support and 
acknowledge  

Openness in action Share information and reasoning 
behind decisions to encourage 
reciprocal openness 

Be transparent; explain as much 
as possible; communicate clearly 
how change affects staff and fits a 
wider context 

Reliability in action Follow through on commitments 
and promises consistently 

Remain calm, positive, 
predictable and steady; provide 
stability during chaos 

Honesty in action Show integrity; align words with 
actions; take ownership of 
mistakes 

Be open and authentic about 
uncertainty; maintain integrity in 
how decisions are made 

Competency in 
action 

Demonstrate skills, role-model 
standards, complete tasks well 

Be thoughtful and well-
considered; make decisions 
linking past, present and future 

Teachers’ primary 
need 

To feel seen, valued and trusted 
as an individual (autonomy, not 
micromanaging) 

To feel emotionally supported, 
informed, and certain amid 
disruption 

Gustafsson et al. 
(2021) framework 

Trust-building relational 
foundations 

Cognitive bridging, emotional 
embodying, inclusive enacting 

Principal 
demeanour 

War, approachable, personally 
invested 

Calm, positive, thoughtful, well-
considered, predictable  

 
 

DISCUSSION 

This research highlights teachers’ beliefs that principals’ leadership actions 
should differ when sustaining trust compared to building trust. The finding that 
building trust involves individual relationships, whereas sustaining them relies 
more on an empowering team approach, reinforces previous research by 
Gustafsson et al. (2021), referred to earlier but not situated in a school context. 

 
Building trust – Know me, trust me 

The key facet for building trust from the data was benevolence. The leadership 
advice indicated the teachers want the principal to know them as individuals and 
therefore building trusting relationships was important to them. These findings 
are supported by Zak (2017), who identified that having high trust within the 
workplace involved intentionally building relationships. While advice from 
teachers did not give specific details on how a principal should get to know them, 
one action that recurred through the comments was being visible. Teachers saw 
this as having an open-door policy and meeting people when needed; however, 
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for relationships to be built, lots of low-risk encounters need to occur. This 
approach has also been recommended by Hallam et al. (2013) in research on 
principals’ trustworthiness.  

Another theme that appeared through the advice for building trust was the 
concept of the teachers wanting to be trusted. This involved teachers not wanting 
to be micromanaged and being allowed autonomy in their working lives, as also 
recommended by Zak (2017). Soderberg and Romney’s (2022) research among 
health workers also suggests that, as a leader, to build trust is to teach others but 
then give them the space to learn. The recommendation by these authors of active 
listening was also commented on by the teachers in this study.  

 
Maintaining trust - bringing the team together 

While the overall theme of advice from teachers to principals about building trust 
focused on individual relationships, this research suggests that for sustaining 
trust, the actions of a principal need to focus on the team and collectively ensuring 
all are working together. For this to happen, a principal needs to be open, 
transparent and focus on the wellbeing of teachers. This also involves principals 
explaining as much as they can, while communicating clearly how changes affect 
the staff and how they fit into a wider context. Clarity of communication was 
identified, in one piece of advice, as giving stability during chaotic times. This 
advice, along with another comment, showed the close ties between open 
communication and competence linking to Gustafsson et al.’s (2021) approach of 
cognitive bridging, that is using the past, present and future to explain the need 
for change and the next steps. While the advice from teachers did not go into the 
specifics of what open communication would look like for them, having 
transparency and explaining how decisions are made during unexpected changes 
can be viewed as one aspect of cognitive bridging, supporting Gustafsson et al.’s 
previous finding that this is a useful strategy for maintaining trust. 

The second theme and most highly valued facet in both building and 
sustaining trust, was benevolence which closely aligns with embodying empathy 
(Gustafsson et al., 2021). While benevolence is the act of caring, the emotional 
embodying approach outlined by Gustafsson et al. (2021) involves the 
prioritisation of benevolence through concrete acts, thereby creating a social 
environment. The advice from teachers to principals, in terms of the acts of 
leadership they wished to see during disruptions, was that they wanted 
encouragement. This included being flexible and supportive, and acknowledging 
challenges and concerns of teachers.  

Gustafsson et al.'s (2021) final leadership strategy for sustaining trust 
through disruptions, inclusive enacting, involves giving a voice to all of those 
involved and including them in decision making. Similar to the building trust 
advice, listening to teachers and hearing their voices also came through in the 
comments. Advice included for principals being open to new ideas and giving 
people a say in the decisions that might impact them. These comments form a 
basis for evidence of inclusive enacting occurring during unexpected disruptions; 
however, the frequency of these comments was not as high as actions to support 
emotional embodying and cognitive bridging. 

As discussed previously, when the advice to leaders was taken as a whole 
and compared to the advice on building trust, it focused more on the team 
dynamic rather than the individual relationship. Comments focused on 
communicating to the group, providing clear expectations and listening to all. 
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Further advice on communication included remaining calm and being positive, 
thoughtful and well-considered. These actions, while supporting the reliability 
facet of trust, underpin the three stages from Gustafsson et al. (2021) – emotional 
embodying, cognitive bridging and inclusive enacting – albeit in an education 
context. To build on Gustafsson et al.’s (2021) model (Figure 2), Figure 3 
highlights the move to empowering teachers and staff as a team, while being 
supported by a leader who is predictable in manner and approachable in times of 
stress and change. 

 

 
Figure 3: Proposed model for sustaining trust through unexpected disruptions in a school context 

 
This proposed model draws on the advice from teachers that highlighted the 
importance of the principal’s demeanour being stable and predictable. As 
mentioned above, this was seen by teachers as being calm, positive, thoughtful, 
and well-considered. While Gustafsson et al.’s (2021) model discussed enabling 
mechanisms of a leader understanding their role during disruptions and 
mobilization of established trust foundations, this proposed model which is 
specific to schools, simplifies these enabling mechanisms and focuses on the 
importance of how the principal reacts to uncertainty. A calm, reliable 
demeanour from the principal means, teachers are able to find some certainty 
during the disruptions and allow the other actions the principal takes to have an 
effect. 

The other focus of this proposed model is that when enacting the facets of 
trust during unexpected disruptions, the focus of the principal should be about 
the collective team of staff, not about individuals. While teachers ranked honesty 
highest in the importance survey, their qualitative advice revealed a different 
emphasis: openness was the most frequently cited facet for sustaining trust (59% 
of comments), suggesting a gap between what teachers consciously prioritise and 
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what they feel is missing in practice. Sharing information transparently with the 
whole team therefore emerged as the most actionable principal behaviour for 
sustaining trust during disruption.  

Finally, teachers value all facets of trust, however, due to their experiences 
of trust erosion, their advice focused on openness and benevolence. This is not to 
say that other facets are not as important. Therefore, the model shown in Figure 
3, includes all facets of trust linked with the concepts of cognitive bridging, 
empowering empathy and inclusive enacting as proposed by Gustafsson et al. 
(2021). In addition, the model goes on to link those practices to actions from the 
advice from teachers, such as using other’s experiences, being realistic, 
encouraging and making wellbeing a priority. 

 
 

LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH 

While this research project provides insight into the aspects of trust teachers want 
to see during unexpected change, the sample size was small and may not be 
representative of New Zealand secondary school teachers. Future research in the 
area of sustaining trust could look in more depth at teachers' perceptions of 
sustaining trust during unexpected disruptions and comparing those views to 
principals in high trust schools. This could provide a more detailed view of the 
differences in leadership approaches during unexpected events. 

 
 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Trust has been established as a vital component of highly innovative schools 
(Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015), leading to 
innovative work environments (Bryk & Schneider, 2002), and high student 
academic success outcomes (Sun et al., 2023). However, schools are constantly 
changing and are prone to unexpected disruptions resulting in stress for teachers 
and leading to the possibility of trust between the principal and teachers being 
eroded or broken. The impact of broken trust in terms of wellbeing and 
motivation is not to be underestimated. This research has established that the 
actions needed by the principal to sustain trust are different to building trust, 
building on the research of Gustafsson et al. (2021) but providing a school specific 
lens. While benevolence is central to both, how that is shown differs. Stability can 
be brought to these situations by the principal being as open as possible with 
teachers, while remaining calm, positive, thoughtful and well-considered. 

Three recommendations arise from this research. The first 
recommendation is that principals recognise that unexpected disruptions, 
whether large or small, can affect teachers and have the potential to impact on 
student results. The risk of overlooking unexpected disruptions and therefore 
change for teachers is that trust can be eroded and potentially broken. In the 
worst situation, trust can turn to distrust and can be challenging to repair. 
Continual awareness of the importance of relational trust as a vital leadership 
capability, and the actions that build and sustain trust, is necessary. 

The second recommendation is that intentional acts of care or kindness 
are used consistently. This leadership approach was found to be important for 
both building and sustaining trust. One act of benevolence is ensuring, as a 
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principal, you are always available and visible. Moving beyond the open-door 
policy to an out-the-door policy, to demonstrate other leadership actions that 
support other facets of trust. 

Finally, maintaining a calm and positive approach with teachers while 
disruptions are occurring is vital to sustaining trust. This includes prioritising 
wellbeing, being open and transparent and listening to teachers and using their 
experiences to inform your actions. Principals should not underestimate the 
power of trust. They should recognise the impact of unexpected disruptions 
occurring in their schools, demonstrate caring actions that both build and sustain 
trust, and remaining calm and positive. 
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