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LEADING THROUGH CRISIS: RELATIONSHIP AND TRUST FACTORS
Building Trusting Relationships is Critical to Leading Successfully through Challenging Times

“The world turned upside down” (Miranda, 2015) is a 
quote from the popular musical Hamilton based on the 
Founding Fathers fight for our nation. Today during 
this pandemic and civil unrest, it seems the world is 
upside down again. With the fluidity and demands of 
COVID-19, in combination with a modern-day Civil 
Rights movement, leaders are challenged with how to 
address the needs of students and families. Building and 
sustaining relationships with all stakeholders will be the 
key for leading your organization forward during times 
of crisis. In The Leadership Challenge (Kouzes & Posner, 
1987, p.19) the authors remind us, “When leadership 
is a relationship founded on trust and confidence, 
people take risks, make changes, keep organizations and 
movements alive.” 

How to Build Relationships and Trust
The collaboration between relationships and trust 
are warranted to successfully lead all stakeholders 

and community to meet students’ educational needs. 
Relationship and trust are defined as the way in which 
people relate to a firm belief in the reliability, truth, 
ability or strength of someone. Fairholm writes, 
“Leadership is something that happens as a result of 
leader and stakeholder collaborative action. Leadership 
is not a starring role. True leadership describes unified 
action of leaders and followers (stakeholders) working 
together to jointly achieve mutual goals.”(Leadership 
and The Culture of Trust, p. 3). If done right, these 
collaborations of relationships and trust will dictate 
the outcomes of an organization in a positive way 
(Schaefer, 2015). 

In building relationships and trust, it is also important 
to have credibility on a personal level. Credibility 
is built on the culture of one’s reputation within an 
organization. Reputation directly reflects on credibility 
and needs to be present before any interactions a leader 
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might have. When credibility and reputation are on a 
high level, the relationship of trust can be established 
faster (Covey, 2019). During a crisis, the faster leaders 
can build trusting relationships, the better it will be 
for the organization due to the many changes that are 
being required daily.

Where to begin? A question on Twitter to teachers 
on what advice they would give a new administrator 
regarding the building of relationships and trust (Garcia, 
2020) garnered an overwhelming response. More than 
half of teachers responded that leaders need to listen and 
talk less. Listen to all stakeholders to hear their needs and 
work together on a solution. While collaborating, grow 
and stretch your organization to build future leaders who 
will continue the work toward success. 

Relationship Oriented Leadership 
The ability of leaders to build relationships amongst 
staff has various effects on the organization. It improves 
trust and adds to the staff’s perception of the leaders’ 
effectiveness. There are two types of behavioral roles 
leaders can adopt (Stogdill, 1950), task-oriented 
leadership and relationship-oriented leadership. 
More specifically, task-oriented leadership is when 
the leader focuses on clear constructs regarding the 
role of workers and how goals are to be achieved. 
Whereas, relationship-oriented leaders can focus on 
the well-being of workers and demonstrate concern 
and respect, appreciation and support for their workers 
(Bass, 1990). The relationship-oriented leaders believe 
this approach will yield results toward stated goals 
and achievements. The research shows consideration 
towards workers, as well as creating opportunities for 
groups to attain goals are necessary components of 
effective leadership (Tabernero, et.al., 2009). 

With the current crisis at hand, leadership will define 
how various organizations navigate and address 
problems as bridges instead of barriers. It is critical for 
leaders to work to build relationships because trust, 
support, motivation and personal development (Yilmaz, 
2019) will be vital in the months to come. One of the 
main reasons for this focus on leadership is: 

the emergence of empowerment, increased 
competition in organizations and the need for 
innovation and freedom, increased the importance 
of the individual and therefore the need to ensure 
their participation in decisions for the increase 
of productivity, the need to develop the strategic 
importance of organizations to improve the 
product and service to create (Çavuş, 2008: 1289).

The basis of all relationships is trust, as it provides 
greater confidence and productivity (Mishra and 
Morrisey, 1990). In other words, the relationship 
of the leader and the amount of trust in the leader 
and the organization have a symbiotic relationship. 
When a crisis or chaos happens inside or outside of 
an organization, relationships and trust become the 
bedrock to move forward. In addition, research on trust 
highlights a strong link between the trust in the leader 
and the support of employees, as well as willingness 
to follow instructions (Brockner, et al., 1997). In 2020, 
when the pandemic hit, educators had to step up to 
address learning in a very new environment. Despite 
this current crisis, leadership has always been a vital 
part of the success of the organization. Success will now 
look like innovation, creativity and flexibility but only if 
framed around relationships and trust with leadership 
and the community.

Lack of Relationships and Trust
Trusting relationships is a mitigating factor to teacher 
burnout. Burnout or occupational stress can occur 
when teachers do not feel supported by supervisors 
or coworkers, feel as if they have little control over 
work processes, or find their efforts on the job are 
incommensurate with the job’s rewards (WHO, 2015). 
Many teachers leave the profession each year because 
of job-related stress caused by everything from 
student behavior to lack of administrative support. 
Other stressors are low salaries, lack of school 
resources to meet the needs of the students, and 
reform with demanding quick turnaround. Teachers 
are exhausted and dissatisfied when they come to the 
realization the organizational setup does not support 
meeting student needs and expectations (Santoro, 
2019). Occupational stress is even greater for school 
leadership. The challenges and demands on even 
effective leaders are so overwhelming that, just like 
teachers, they may increasingly question their career 
decisions (Kafele, 2018).

Research supports the linking of burnout with turnover 
(Siefert, Jayaratne, & Chess, 1991), negative behaviors 
on the job (Randall & Scott, 1988), and symptoms of 
fatigue, insomnia, and other illnesses that could lead to 
depression (Norcross & Guy, 2007). Burnout amongst 
frontline staff has been linked with age, training 
adequacy, and job satisfaction, along with peer and 
coworker support (Lakin, Leon, & Miller, 2008). As the 
pandemic and civil unrest continue, an organization 
cannot afford to lose anyone. It is imperative that 
leaders find ways to cultivate positive relationships 
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and build a sense of trust to sustain their organizations 
through this uncertainty.

The Road Ahead
What lies ahead? Although many leadership theories 
exist, trust is one constant that is common to all 
leaders. Covey (2008) says lack of trust “destroys 
the most powerful government, the most successful 
business and the most influential leadership” (pg.1). 
In every situation, crisis, epidemic or pandemic, 
trust impacts group dynamics, relationships between 
leader and employee, work productivity, the speed of 
processes and procedures, and outcomes. 

When trust is built together with solid principles, 
with it comes various levels of confidence within the 
relationships. According to Covey (2008), high trust 
relationships signify a high level of confidence with 
the relationship. While suspicion, which destroys 
organizations, project productivity and team building, 
signifies a low level of confidence. It is common 
to experience burnout in a climate of distrust and 
suspicion. In the current climate of questions 
regarding the return to learning school environment 
and what social distancing will present for the average 
classroom, there will inevitably be uneasiness. Work 
completed on the front-end regarding relationships 
and trust will define the levels of stress and even then, 
some of the stress and burnout has nothing to do with 
the school leader.

State legislators, government officials and education 
agencies roll out mandates and guidelines creating 
unrest, distrust and suspicion. Who should educators, 
parents, students and constituents believe? Where to 
start from here and what lies ahead? First, identifying 
two or three of the 13 behaviors Covey (2008) suggests 
that will improve relationships, create a plan of action 
and work on becoming a better leader! See page 9 for a 
summarized table of the behaviors. 

A second consideration for moving forward is for 
you to examine your leadership style as suggested 
in Fiedler’s Contingency model. Not all leaders 
put people first. Some are focused on completing 
tasks and projects, and do not see the needs of the 
people involved. Those leaders are not considered 
relationship-oriented leaders; thus, in hiring, 
considerations to identify those who display a high 
level of leader-member trust and confidence. Further, 
Fernandez and Shaw (2020) highlighted leadership 
practices displayed during the devastating disruptions 

of Hurricane Katrina and the current COVID-19 
crisis that are indicative of placing the interests and 
well-being of others above their own. In both cases, 
educational organizations and their leaders have been 
left to swiftly abandon the norm and navigate through 
uncharted territories. 

In their article, "Academic Leadership in a Time of 
Crisis: The Coronavirus and COVID-19," Fernandez 
and Shaw (2020) maintain that shared leadership 
models have shown higher benefits from work that is 
being produced through collaborative and innovative 
efforts. These authors present a new toolbox for 
leaders facing uncertainties. Organizations must be 
aware of the gaps created between them and success in 
crisis situations when led by traditional authoritarian 
and autocratic leaders. The authors further present the 
need for leaders to show compassion, inspire, allow 
the knowledge and skills of others to shine, encourage 
team members to collaborate and invite members 
from different levels to the table for collaboration 
to include all stakeholders. Leaders must be able 
to empower others to lead and find solutions to 
problems and concerns.

Finally, the article focuses on three best practices for 
academic leaders when working to build and cultivate 
positive relationships through trust. Those three 
practices, as defined by Fernandez and Shaw (2020) are:

• First, connecting with people as individuals and 
building/establishing trust.

• Second, ensuring that leadership is distributed at all 
levels of the organization. 

• Third, ensuring clear communication occurs 
throughout the organization, to all stakeholders, on 
a regular basis.  

These are a few suggestions for the road ahead, but 
clearly dynamic leaders never wait to sharpen their 
skills. Before, during and after a crisis or pandemic, 
a skillful leader seizes every moment to build and 
rebuild relationships, propel the speed of trust, and 
extend leadership opportunities to others. Leaders 
do all this while employing self-care to ensure a 
refueling and reenergizing to continue the journey 
with so many plans, processes and procedures being 
discussed, created, questioned, rewritten and revised 
on a daily basis.

In the book, Training Camp (Gordon, 2009), one 
chapter points out the faith that greatness requires. 
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RELATIONSHIP AND TRUST FACTORS DURING A CRISIS 1 
 

 

Behavior Explanation  

1. Talk Straight Simply tell the truth and don’t lie. Be honest in all things. 

2. Demonstrate Respect Respect the dignity of others. Show others you really care. 
No faking allowed. 

3. Create Transparency Be open with others and disclose necessary information. Be 
real and do not have hidden agendas.  

4. Right Wrongs Go the extra mile and make things right no matter how long 
they have been wrong. Uncover wrongs and never get too 
big to apologize. 

5. Show Loyalty Freely give credit to others. Acknowledge that others were 
part of project or tasks.  

6. Deliver Results Be known for making things happen. No excuses. Results 
matter. 

7. Get Better Get better by seeking feedback and learning from mistakes. 
Constantly learn and improve. 

8. Confront Reality Be a bold, courageous leader—one who is not afraid of tough 
issues. Get your head out of the sand. 

9. Clarify Expectations Lay expectations out and be clear about them. Communicate 
and discuss the meaning of expectations. 

10. Practice 
Accountability 

Hold yourself and others accountable. Take responsibility 
for results. Don’t blame others or point fingers. 

11. Listen First Stop thinking about an answer and listen first with your ears, 
eyes and heart. Try understanding what you hear. 

12. Keep Commitments Pay attention to what you say. Do what you say you’re going 
to do. Keep your commitments to strengthen confidence. 

13. Extend Trust  When you extend trust, you empower people, but be careful 
not to overextend and get burned. Extend to those who’ve 
earned and who are earning your trust. Revisit intent, 
integrity, capabilities and results. 

 

Table: 13 Behaviors to Help Improve Relationships (Covey, 2008) 
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And, while one may wonder where greatness fits in a 
sea of raging storms and virus infected air, the greatness 
of leaders, though not at the forefront of those 
individuals, is what carries the organization through 
the crisis or pulls them under the current. Gordon 
(2009) encourages individuals to rely on a power 
greater than themselves by becoming a conductor, 
letting go and surrendering all pain, fear, anxiety and 
problems...(pg. 121). 

In sharing how to best seize the moment, Gordon 
(2009) writes: “...rather than hiding from pressure, 
they (the best) rise to the occasion. As a result, the best 
defines the moment rather than letting the moment 
define them. To seize the moment, don’t let your 
failure define you; let it fuel you. Don’t run from fear, 
face it and embrace it. ...don’t let the moment define 
you. You define the moment. Define it by knowing 
that your practice and preparation have prepared you 
well. Define it with your mental strength, faith, and 
confidence” (pg. 112). 
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