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Resource 5: Understanding trust 

 
The following definitions of trust are taken from a variety of sources. See the bibliography for 
more details. 
  
‘It isn’t only rulers and governments who prize and need trust. Each of us and every profession 
and every institution needs trust. We need it because we have to be able to rely on others 
acting as they say that they will, and because we need others to accept that we will act as we 
say we will. The sociologist Niklas Luhmann was right that ‘A complete absence of trust would 
prevent [one] even getting up in the morning.’  (O’Neill, pp3-4) 
 
 
‘…relational trust operating as a resource … First, organizational change entails major risks for 
all participants. Teachers must take on new practices that may not work. Parents are asked to 
support initiatives whose value has yet to be demonstrated. Principals must commit substantial 
personal effort to an uncertain change process. In this sense, relational trust is a catalyst for 
innovation. 
 
Second, the transaction costs associated with decision-making are reduced in environments 
where individuals are predisposed to trust on another. This is especially important in times of 
reform because efforts at structural change entail intense collective decision-making within the 
organization. 
 
In this regard, relational trust facilitates public problem solving. Third, contexts with strong 
relational trust benefit from clear understandings about role obligations that are routinely 
reinforced in day-to-day behavior. Individuals understand what is expected of them and the 
consequences that may ensue if obligations are not met.  
 
In this regard, trustworthiness across the organization helps coordinate meaningful collective 
action. Finally, relational trust sustains an ethical imperative among organizational members to 
advance the best interests of children. Participants in schools with high relational trust enact an 
interrelated set of mutual obligations with one another… In this regard, relational trust 
constitutes a moral resource for school improvement.’  (Bryk & Schneider, pp33-34) 
 
 
‘Relational trust thus is not something that can be achieved simply through some workshop, 
retreat, or form of sensitivity training, although all of these can be helpful. Rather, relational 
trust is forged in daily social exchanges. Through their actions, school participants articulate 
their sense of obligations toward others, and others in turn come to discern the intentionality 
enacted here. Trust grows over time through exchanges where the expectations held for others 
are validated in action. Even successful simple interactions can enhance collective capacities for 
more complex subsequent actions; in this regard, increasing trust and increasing organizational 
change are reciprocal. 
 
For relational trust to develop and be sustained, adults and students alike must be able to make 
sense of their work together in terms of what they understand as the primary purpose of the 
public school: Why are we really here?’ (Bryk & Schneider, pp136-137) 
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‘Trust, then, is ideally based on a consensus, but can function even with only basic agreement 
and minimal emotional contact between people, or with very few authoritative institutions to 
foster solidarity.’ (O’Hara, p59) 
 
‘A second key function of trust is to enable people to cooperate. The branch of social thought, 
very prominent in economics and political science, that is most engaged with this function of 
trust is rational choice theory. Rational choice theory exploits the idea that people will often 
make decisions on the basis of a consistent set of preferences.’ (O’Hara, p62) 
 
‘A third function of trust is the reduction of complexity, as emphasised by sociologist Niklas 
Luhmann (1927-98). Luhmann noted that the modern world possesses greater complexity than 
more traditional societies, partly because, as we noted earlier, the division of labour entails that 
we need many more interactions with many more people. Furthermore, there has been a 
movement away from danger and towards risk.’ (O’Hara, p64) 
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