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this article addresses the problem of why subordinates trust their managers based on the responses from 108 subordinates 
of seven slovenian managers and from 138 subordinates of eight swedish managers. the subordinates of these managers 
responded to a 20-item instrument tested for reliability and validity. in both samples the managers enjoyed different degrees 
of trust. the level of trust vested in slovenian managers was higher than in swedish ones. the kinds of managers’ actions that 
enhanced trust were similar amongst swedish and slovenian subordinates. Different socio-cultural contexts may theoretically 
explain why some other kinds of actions had contrasting effects between the samples. on the whole, the actions of manag-
ers explain trust in both countries. subordinates’ trust in managers declines with the increasing hierarchical distance in both 
national samples. managers need to show in action that they trust their subordinates, promote their interests, demonstrate 
appreciation of their subordinates, and solve problems. 
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why European Subordinates Trust  
their Managers

1 introduction

This comparative study addresses the problem of why subor-
dinates trust their managers. It specifically addresses the ques-
tions of how trust can be developed, but not the consequences 
of trust and distrust. On the basis of a review of contemporary 
research on trust, Rousseau et al. (1998) have defined trust 
as a psychological state comprising the intention to accept 
vulnerability based upon positive expectations of the inten-
tion or action of another. This present study has applied this 
definition. Dirks and Ferrin (2002) make a distinction between 
trust in a direct leader (manager) and trust in organizational 
leadership (management). This study is only concerned with 
trust in a direct manager, that is, the superior person of the 
subordinates.

The literature review shows that few studies have 
addressed the reasons for trust between subordinates and 
managers, and empirical studies on this relationship are scant. 
Ferrin and Gillespie (2010) have claimed that it is critical and 
timely to consider whether and how national or societal cul-
ture influences interpersonal trust. We also need to understand 
whether socio-cultural characteristics influence the trust that 
managers enjoy from their subordinates. This comparative 
study with data from Sweden and Slovenia indicates that 

Swedish subordinates do not trust their managers as much as 
their Slovenian counterparts do. A degree of similarity was 
found regarding what kinds of managers’ actions enhanced 
trust in Sweden and Slovenia. The different socio-cultural 
contexts may theoretically explain why some other kinds of 
actions had contrasting effects on the subordinates. The term 
socio-cultural context refers here primarily to the cultural 
dimensions of Hofstede (1991) especially the dimensions of 
power-distance and uncertainty-avoidance. Trust is induced 
through actions, but the reasons for trust may vary owing 
to socio-cultural factors. Subordinates’ trust in managers 
declines with increasing hierarchical distance.

2 Theories on trust in managers

Few studies have actually addressed the reasons for trust 
between subordinates and managers. The question of the rea-
sons for trust is distinct both from the consequences of trust 
(e.g., Poon, 2006) and from the effects of trust violation and 
erosion (Elangovan et al., 2007). The present study also differs 
from the work of Atkinson and Butcher (2003) on the develop-
ment of trust in the context of managerial relationships and the 
political realities of organizational life.
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The role of trust between managers and their subordinates 
has been the subject of research from numerous different dis-
ciplines. Trust is a crucial element in the behaviour effective 
leadership (Fleishman and Harris, 1962; Bass, 1990). Other 
researchers have shown that managers’ efforts to build trust 
involve key mechanisms for enhancing organizational effec-
tiveness (Barney and Hansen, 1994; Dirks, 2000; Dirks and 
Ferrin, 2002; Morgan and Zeffane, 2003; Bijlsma et al., 2008). 
Furthermore, Bijlsma-Frankema et al. (2008) have concluded 
that trust in supervisors is an important factor in promoting 
team performance. Drawing from these observations, we may 
conclude that trust in superiors is advantageous for both indi-
viduals and organizations.

A number of scholars have insisted on the need to 
appreciate the role of actions and behaviours in order to 
understand the phenomenon of trust (Sitkin and Roth, 1993; 
Gambetta, 1988; Luhmann, 1988; Coleman, 1990; Sheppard 
and Sherman, 1998). Bhattacharya et al. (1998) have con-
cluded that trust is not only dependent on actions but also on 
outcomes and consequences. Trust, then, is a condition for 
interaction between individuals (Seligman, 1997). Whitener 
et al. (1998) have identified a series of managerial behaviours 
that may affect employees’ trust in managers. Dirks (2000) has 
also studied how trust can be built through the actions of the 
managers. Biljsma and van de Bunt (2003) have found four 
managerial actions which generate trust amongst subordinates. 

Additionally, globalization introduces a need to under-
stand the role of socio-cultural contexts of trust in workplaces. 
With this consideration in mind, this study concentrates on 
subordinates’ trust in managers and asks whether subordinate-
manager relationships vary with societal and national char-
acteristics. In order to address this question, this study has 
sought to compare the data from a Swedish study (Andersen, 
2005) with data from another country, and preferably one with 
markedly different socio-cultural characteristics for testing the 
robustness of the conclusions. Data from a Slovenian organi-
zation, therefore, appeared to be apposite for this comparative 
study.

The Swedish study has shown that managers enjoyed 
different degrees of trust. Additionally, the managers’ actions 
and support create trust, and explain the subordinates’ trust in 
them. Two specific problems addressed here are (1) whether 
these conclusions on trust in managers based on a Swedish 
study are valid for Slovenian managers, and (2) whether 
aspects of trust are dependent on societal characteristics.

3 Hypotheses

Andersen (2005) has found that Swedish managers enjoyed 
different degrees of trust from their subordinates. It was 
imperative, then, to establish whether or not this is the case 
for managers in Slovenia. If managers from the two countries 
enjoy the same degree of trust as each other, then the issue of 
trust is inconsequential.

H1: Managers enjoy different degrees of trust.

Bijlsma-Frankema (2000) has suggested 38 explanations 
for subordinates’ trust in their managers. Dirks and Skarlicki 

(2004) have also noted that trust in leadership appears to be 
associated with a well-established set of leadership actions and 
behaviours. “Leaders generate and sustain trust [ … ] through 
the behavior of the leader”, according to Joseph and Winston 
(2005, p. 7). Dirks and Ferrin (2002, p. 614) claim that indi-
viduals observe leaders’ actions and draw inferences about 
the nature of the relationship with the leaders or the character 
of the leader, or both. The analyses performed by Andersen 
(2005) have indicated that managers’ actions as perceived by 
the subordinates create trust. One purpose of the present study 
is to explore the validity of this explanation in Slovenia. 

Processes of globalization have, moreover, accelerated the 
introduction of comparable managerial practices into different 
environments. Ferrin and Gillespie (2010) have claimed that 
it is critical and timely to consider whether and how national 
or societal culture influences interpersonal trust. We also need 
to understand whether socio-cultural characteristics influ-
ence the trust that managers enjoy from their subordinates. 
Globalization draws attention to the need to understand what 
socio-cultural influences there may be on trust in organiza-
tions, and whether the trust that managers enjoy from their 
subordinates depends on these factors. Lämsä and Pucetaite 
(2006) have pointed out that little research has been done to 
understand this relationship. There may be significant dif-
ferences in values and work cultures across nations. Work 
morale, for instance, is an important factor in the development 
of trust amongst employees in some societies (Wicks and 
Berman, 2004).

Doney et al. (1998) have proposed a conceptual frame-
work for studying trust in which Hofstede’s cultural dimen-
sions were included. The formulation of the second hypothesis 
has also taken into account Hofstede’s theoretical concept, 
which links the characteristics of managerial styles with the 
cultural environment (Hofstede, 1991; Wade, 2003). The pur-
pose of testing the second hypothesis is to find out whether 
Andersen’s conclusion (2005) that trust in managers has it 
basis on managers’ behaviour is valid in a Slovenian company 
or not. Consequently, the second hypothesis is:

H2: The reasons for subordinates’ trust in managers are 
independent of socio-cultural contexts.

Trust is based on information and personal judgement 
(Mayer et al., 1995). More specifically, information on 
the personal qualities and social limitations of others is 
vital (Gambetta, 1988). Bigley and Pearce (1998) have 
pointed out that problems also arise in interactions between 
actors acquainted with each other in an ongoing relation. 
Subordinates’ trust in their managers is partly a product of 
their ability to judge their managers’ reliability (Sheppard and 
Sherman, 1998). It is assumed that some subordinates have a 
better basis for judging the reliability of their managers owing 
to daily and close contact. Other subordinates will not have 
the same knowledge of their manager and his or her behav-
iour. Dirks and Ferrin (2002) also emphasize the effect of the 
hierarchical distance.

Andersen (2005) has found that trust in managers is 
significantly higher for those subordinates with closer prox-
imity to the manager. It is worthwhile, then, to explore this 
relationship with data from a Slovenian sample, as neither 
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theoretical arguments nor empirical studies indicate that socio-
cultural factors influence this relationship. In this regard, data 
from House et al. (2004) on power distance may be relevant. 
Slovenia ranked higher than Sweden, band A and band B, 
respectively. This result is in line with data from Hofstede and 
Hofstede (2004), who also reported that the power distance is 
higher in Slovenia than in Sweden. The purpose of testing the 
third hypothesis is to find out whether the finding of Andersen 
(2005) that trust in managers differs according to the subor-
dinates’ hierarchical level is independent of societal factors.

H3: Subordinates’ trust in managers declines with increas-
ing hierarchical distance.

4 Empirical study of trust in managers 
in Sweden and Slovenia

Sample
The Slovenian and the Swedish companies were almost 
identical with respect to such parameters as the number of 
hierarchical levels and the number of organizational units. 
Additionally, the position of the managers in this study was 
virtually identical, most being production managers. Both 
were manufacturing companies and part of large groups of 
companies. The Slovenian company employed 781 people 
who were organized into five large production units. The 
Swedish and Slovenian companies differed in the number of 
managers on the secondary level: the Swedish company had 
eight managers, whilst the Slovenian company had seven. No 
data had been collected on the age and sex of the respondents 
and their managers. All managers were male and very few of 
the subordinates were female.

Response
The number of respondents in Sweden in 2003 was 138, 

and in Slovenia 108. In Sweden, 44 people were in a directly 
subordinate position (closest subordinates of the managers), 
and 94 were classified as other employees. Some subordinates 
have a better basis for judging the trustworthiness of their 
managers because of their daily and close contact with the 
managers. In this study “closeness between subordinates and 
managers” refers to staff personnel who directly report to the 
managers and meet, see, and work with the managers on a 
daily basis as well as with next-level managers who also fre-
quently interact with the managers in question. In Slovenia, 51 

of the surveyed people were directly subordinate (25 of those 
were close co-workers), and 57 were other employees. In the 
Swedish research, the response rate varied between 50 per cent 
and 92 per cent. The response rate in Slovenia varied between 
70 per cent and 100 per cent. Table 2 shows the main features 
of the two samples.

Instrument
Andersen (2005) has performed a study of trust in 

managers in a Swedish manufacturing company with 590 
employees that focused on trust in eight managers, including 
the managing director. The investigations were carried out in 
2002 and 2003. The study in 2002 utilized a questionnaire 
that was hypothesized to explain the degree of trust with 38 
items of independent variables. An exploratory factor analysis 
showed that the 38 items formed three factors with a total of 
20 items, which showed a high degree of internal consistency. 
The study was replicated in 2003 with the same eight manag-
ers and their closest subordinates, as well as all subordinates 
of one of the production managers. The study performed in 
2003 used a refined version of the questionnaire with 21 items 
(including the dependent-variable item). In both the Swedish 
and Slovenian studies, the subordinates received the question-
naire at their home address, and they returned it directly to the 
researchers.

Reliability and validity of instrument applied
A questionnaire, based on previous research measured 

trust and its hypothesized causes, used a five-point Likert scale 
for all items (Andersen, 2005). The questionnaires used in the 
Swedish investigation in 2003 and in Slovenia in 2006 were 
identical. The original items in English were translated into 
Swedish and Slovenian and subjected to back-translations.

Reliability – Cronbach’s alpha
To assess the reliability of the respondents’ choice of 

individual statements, this study applied a Cronbach’s alpha 
test. Table 1 summarizes the answers of the 44 respondents 
directly subordinated to all managers and the 94 other employ-
ees in the Swedish study, and the 51 respondents directly 
subordinated to all managers (of which 25 were close co-
workers), and the 57 other employees in the Slovenian study. 
In the Swedish and Slovenian studies all three factors showed 
a very high degree of internal consistency according to 
Cronbach’s alpha. It is a generally agreed that a value higher 

Table 1. Cronbach’s a per factor - Sweden (N = 138) and Slovenia (N = 108)

Factor

No. of items a Standardized item a

Sweden Slovenia Sweden Slovenia Sweden Slovenia

1: Improvements 8 5 0.87 0.84 0.87 0.83

2: Managers’ actions 8 8 0.94 0.83 0.94 0.89

3: Goals 4 4 0.79 0.80 0.79 0.80
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than 0.70 is necessary to affirm reliability with Cronbach’s 
alpha (Bagozzi, 1994; Nunally, 1978).

Validity
The studies of Bijlsma-Frankema (2000, 2002) have pro-

vided a theoretical basis for each affirmative statement on the 
questionnaire. The questionnaire items were generated from 
interviews with managers and subordinates. The performed 
factor analysis has revealed both discriminate and convergent 
validity.

These studies regarded trust as a quantitative variable, 
and they measured trust rather than distrust. The affirmative 
statement of “I trust my manager” measured the dependent 
variable of trust (item no. 4). In order to perform a more 
demanding statistical analysis, an assessment of whether the 
dependent variable trust has a normal distribution was neces-
sary. The average values of the dependent variable and its 
standard deviation (with skewness and kurtosis- values less 
than one) for both the Swedish and Slovenian samples made 
it reasonable to regard trust as having a normal distribution 
(table 3). The variable had close to normal distribution. The 
requirements for performing the statistical analyses were met, 
therefore. The analysis showed that trust is a matter of degree. 
It appeared reasonable, then, to treat trust as a quantitative, 
continuous variable.

5 Analyses

Testing hypothesis one: Managers enjoy different degrees of 
trust.

At the outset, both the Swedish and the Slovenian data 
show that managers enjoy different degrees of trust from 
their subordinates. Table 3 supports the first hypothesis. Trust 
vested in Slovenian managers was higher than trust given to 
Swedish managers by their subordinates. A t-test of the two 
samples informed that the difference between the average trust 
was significant, with t = 4.633, p<0.05.

These findings of the average degree of trust (mean) and 
standard deviation in Sweden and Slovenia can be compared 
with the findings of Elangovan et al. (2007), who reported 4.43 
and 0.61 (N = 120) with samples from Austria and Germany, 
and Poon (2006), who with data from Malaysia reported 3.38 
and 0.71 (N = 106) by using different instruments. Ferrin and 
Gillespie (2010) have concluded that there is robust support 
for the view that there are meaningful differences across coun-
tries in the average level of generalized trust. 

Data on socio-cultural factors and national characteristics 
has not been collected. What has been done is to refer to other 
scholars’ work, particularly Hofstede (1991) and Hofstede 
and Hofstede (2004). These factors are used to explain our 
findings theoretically, not to show that they empirically do so. 

Table 2. Overview of samples and response rates

Sample characteristics Sweden Slovenia

Number of managers 8 7

All managers - No. of closest subordinates 44 25

All managers - No. of subordinates reporting directly NA 26

All managers - No. of remote subordinates NA 57

One manager - No. of remote employees 94 NA

Total number of respondents 138 108

Response rate (average) 80 % 82 %

Total number of employees 590 781

Table 3. Mean degree of trust per manager – Sweden (N = 138) vs. Slovenia (N = 108)

Trust mean
Manager no.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Sweden = 3.25 (1.24)   4.5 4.3 3.8 3.6 3.4 2.7 2.4 2.0

Slovenia = 3.93 (1.09) 4.1 4.1 4.1 3.9 3.9 3.3 3.3

Note: Standard deviation in brackets. 
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What may be the theoretically explanation for the significant 
difference in trust between Slovenian and Swedish managers? 

In both Sweden (population 9.5 million) and Slovenia 
(population 2 million) the manufacturing industry is the most 
important. It is quite common to group Sweden as a Northern 
European or Nordic country. Placing Slovenia in the Eastern 
European cluster is, however, quite imprecise. Even when it 
was a part of the former Yugoslavia, Slovenia was the least 
influenced by the communist regime and was the most affluent 
and industrialized part.

Data from the European Values Survey (1999-2000) 
(Halman, 2003) have shown that work is more important 
to Slovenians than to Swedes. The power-distance index 
measures the extent to which the less powerful employees of 
organizations accept and expect the unequal distribution of 
power (Hofstede, 1991). It suggests that the followers endorse 
a society’s level of inequality as much as the leaders do. The 
uncertainty-avoidance index indicates the degree to which 
people feel threatened by ambiguity or unknown situations. 
Slovenia ranked 15th and Sweden ranked 70th on this vari-
able (Hofstede and Hofstede, 2004). If trust is a solution to 
countering uncertainty and risk, then differences in the degree 
of uncertainty avoidance between the two countries may 
account for differences in the degree of trust given to superi-
ors. Previous studies suggest that the general level of trust is 

higher in Slovenia than in Sweden (Hofstede and Hofstede, 
2004; Rus and Iglič, 2005; van Deth et al., 2007). According to 
the Edelman Trust Barometer (2009), the Slovenians’ trust in 
management is higher than the Swedes’. If trust is a solution to 
countering uncertainty and risk, then differences in the higher 
degree of uncertainty avoidance in Slovenia may account for a 
higher degree of trust given to Slovenian superiors. This may 
explain why the trust vested in Slovenian managers was higher 
than the trust given to Swedish managers.

Testing hypothesis two: The reasons for subordinates’ 
trust in managers are independent of socio-cultural contexts.

Factor analyses
The factor analyses included all 20 independent variables 

from the Swedish study and the same items from the Slovenian 
study. The result of the factor analyses of both studies is shown 
in table 1. Both the Swedish and Slovenian factor analyses 
yielded three factors: (1) improvements, working conditions, 
and atmosphere; (2) managers’ actions and support; and (3) 
goals, development, and achievements. The items resulting 
from the factor analyses are shown in tables 4, 5, and 6.

The importance of mutual trust captured by item 2 (I feel 
that the manager trusts me) is also emphasized by Atkinson 
(2004), who stresses that there is an element of interdepend-
ence between subordinates’ trust in their managers and sub-

Table 4. Factor 1: Improvements, working conditions, and atmosphere

Sweden (2003) Slovenia (2006)

Item 11: The manager provides for conditions that make the 
goals set for my team/, unit/, department/, company attain-
able. (0.67)

Item 14: Responsibilities are clearly demarcated in this 
department/, company. (0.67)

Item 20: There are enough resources at my disposal to fulfil 
my tasks. (0.78)

Item 1: Ideas and suggestions for improvement of work pro-
cesses are quickly implemented in this department, company. 
(0.71)

Item 5: Differences of opinion between people are cleared up 
in an open and honest way around here. (0.70)

Item 8: In this department/ company, employees are treated 
with care. (0.69)

Item 16: My manager quickly implements our ideas for the 
improvement of work processes. (0.63)

Item 18: Most decisions taken around here are based on a 
thorough reflection of possible solutions. (0.63)

Item 11: The manager provides for conditions that make the 
goals set for my team/, unit/, department/, company attain-
able. (0.76)

Item 14: Responsibilities are clearly demarcated in this 
department/, company. (0.68)

Item 20: There are enough resources at my disposal to fulfil 
my tasks. (0.76)

Item 9: My manager offers help and guidance to improve my 
performance. (0.67)

Item 10: I am carefully informed about developments within 
the company that are relevant to my work. (0.73)
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ordinates’ perception of their managers’ trust in them. The 
reasons for the differences in Factor 2 (Managers’ action and 
support) between the Swedish and the Slovenian samples (five 
out of eight items were identical) are not empirically investi-
gated, but may be due to socio-cultural factors.

Table 7 presents data generated from the three factors on 
the mean value and standard deviation for the Swedish and 
Slovenian samples. The content analysis of the formed factors 
revealed a similarity in Factor 2 between the Swedish and 
the Slovenian samples. Furthermore, the weight values were 
similar.

Regression analysis
A regression analysis was used to explore the relation 

between the obtained factors and dependent variable (trust). 

By using factor values, this study produced the following 
linear model (table 8).

The coefficient of determination, R², is statistically 
important. Subordinates' trust in managers can statistically 
be explained by the actions of the managers (table 7). For 
a deeper understanding of whether the generated factors, 
with the help of factor analysis, showed a causal connec-
tion between trust and management, this study carried out a 
regression analysis. Table 8 shows that in the Swedish study, 
factor 2 explained 76 per cent degree of the trust in managers 
(p<0.001). Factors 1 and 3 were insignificant. The regression 
analysis confirmed that managerial actions and support fos-
tered trust. This result was also in agreement with the findings 
of the regression analysis of the Slovenian study, in which fac-

Table 5. Factor 2: Manager’s actions and support

Sweden (2003) Slovenia (2006)

Item 21: The manager solves problems in an adequate way. 
(0.56)

Item 2: I feel that the manager trusts me. (0.85)

Item 12: My manager ably promotes the interests of my 
department/, team within the company. (0.71)

Item 15: The manager shows appreciation if I perform a 
good job. (0.74)

Item 17: The manager will always support me in cases of 
problems with others. (0.70)

Item 6: My manager is well aware of whether I perform as 
expected or not. (0.77)

Item 9: My manager offers help and guidance to improve 
my performance. (0.75)

Item 19: If I do a good job, appreciation is clearly shown. 
(0.62)

Item 21: The manager solves problems in an adequate way. 
(0.80)

Item 2: I feel that the manager trusts me. (0.79)

Item 12: My manager ably promotes the interests of my 
department/ team within the company. (0.78)

Item 15: The manager shows appreciation if I perform a 
good job. (0.79)

Item 17: The manager will always support me in cases of 
problems with others. (0.79)

Item 5: Differences of opinion between people are cleared 
up in an open and honest way around here. (0.73)

Item 8: In this department, company, employees are treated 
with care. (0.73)

Item 16: My manager quickly implements our ideas for 
improvement of work processes. (0.81)

Table 6. Factor 3: Goals, development and achievements

Sweden (2003) Slovenia (2006)

Item 3: I am well aware of the goals of my department/, team. 
(0.81)

Item 7: I agree with the goals of my department/, team. (0.81)

Item 10: I am carefully informed about developments within 
the company that are relevant to my work. (0.67)

Item 13: I feel at ease in criticising the performance of my 
colleagues in a constructive way. (0.64)

Item 3: I am well aware of the goals of my department/, team. 
(0.84)

Item 7: I agree with the goals of my department/, team. (0.83)

Item 1: Ideas and suggestions for improvement of work pro-
cesses are quickly implemented in this department/, company. 
(0.64)

Item 18: Most decisions taken around here are based on thor-
ough reflection of possible solutions. (0.62)
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tor 2, managerial actions, explained 82 per cent of the degree 
of trust in managers (p<0.001).

Factors 1 and 3 were insignificant in both studies. The 
results from the Swedish and Slovenian studies were similar 
and confirmed the second hypothesis. Employees’ trust is due 
to the actions of the manager. However, this factor of manag-
ers’ actions is not identical in the two samples. 

These results support the framework of initiating trust-
worthy behaviour that Whitener et al. (1998) have suggested. 
They have identified five managerial behaviours that may 
affect employees’ trust in managers: (1) behavioural consist-
ency, which refers to regularity over time and across situa-
tions. Tables 5 and 6 show that these aspects are implied in 
items nos. 1 and 17; (2) acting with integrity, which refers to 
attributions that affect employees’ trust and implied in items 
nos. 2, 5, and 6; (3) sharing and delegation of control, refers 
to participation in decision-making, which may be associated 
with item no. 3; (4) openness of communication refers to the 
provision of accurate information, explanations for decisions, 

and openness, which are found in items nos. 8, 9, 12, 15, and 
19; and finally (5) demonstrations of concern, which refers to 
the consideration for employees’ needs and interests, actions 
that protect employees’ interests, and the unwillingness to 
exploit others for the sake of self-interest. This study provides 
empirical support to Whitener et al. (1998), who suggest that 
managers who engage in these behaviours will increase the 
likelihood that their employees will trust them. 

Biljsma and van de Bunt (2003) have identified five man-
agerial actions that elicit trust in managers by subordinates: 
(1) monitoring performance. Table 5 shows that this aspect is 
implied in item no. 6; (2) guidance to improve individual per-
formance, which is found in item no. 9; (3) support in case of 
trouble with others, which is found in item no. 9; (4) openness 
to ideas of subordinates and co-operation-related problem 
solving, which are aspects found in items nos. 5, 16, and 21. 
Appreciation of good work, however, was not significantly 
related to trust in managers in Biljsma and van de Bunt’s 
(2003) study. In this present study, this kind of behaviour was 

Table 7. Descriptive statistics for the factors according to the factor analyses  
            Sweden (N = 138) and Slovenia (N = 108)

Factors
Mean Standard deviation

Sweden Slovenia Sweden Slovenia

2003 2006 2003 2006

Factor 1: Improvements 2.85 3.97 0.77 0.87

Factor 2: Managers’ actions 2.79 3.81 0.95 0.84

Factor 3: Goals 3.40 4.03 0.83 0.96

Table 8. Regression analyses – Sweden (N = 138) and Slovenia (N = 108)

Model B B (SE) ß Significance

Country Swed Slov  Swed Slov  Swed Slov Swed Slov

(constant) - .69 4.02 0.24 0.09 0.004 0.000

Factor 1:
Improvements 0.20 0.04 0.16 0.15 0.12 0.72 0.219 0.754

Factor 2: Manager’s actions 0.95 1.03 0.13 0.11 0.72 0.89 0.000** 0.000**

Factor 3: Goals 0.08 - 0.15 0.11 0.13 0.05 - 0.08 0.497 0.261

Control variable:
Management group 0.06 1.27 0.23 0.42 0.02 1.27 0.788 0.031

Control variable:
Other employees 0.30 1.01 0.12 0.13 0.11 0.96 0.016* 0.00

Note on Sweden 2003:
R2 = 0.760; Adjusted R2 = 0.754; F = 141.164
** = p<0.001
* = p<0.05
Note on Slovenia 2006:
R2 = 0.826; Adjusted R2 = 0.813; F = 61.755
** = p<.0.001
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related to trust and items no. 15 and 19 were part of the factor 
2, which explained trust in Sweden and Slovenia.

Item no. 21 (The manager solves problems in an adequate 
way) had the strongest correlation with the degree of trust (+ 
0.82) in the Swedish sample and (+ 0.86) in the Slovenian one. 
Dirks and Ferrin (2002, p. 615) have stressed that “at present, 
research has not explored which practices have the strongest 
effect on trust”. They (2002, p. 622) have also stated: “Given 
this pattern of results, one might speculate that future research 
and practice might have greater success by focusing on leader 
behaviours and practices”. The reasons for subordinates’ trust 
in managers were quite similar. However, socio-cultural con-
texts appeared to influence what kinds of actions enhanced 
subordinates’ trust in managers. This investigation has shown 
that Swedish and Slovenian managers’ behaviours explain 
why subordinates trust them. Ferrin and Gillespie (2010) have 
also concluded that there is a considerable support for the view 
that there are both culturally specific and universally applica-
ble determinants of trust.

Testing hypothesis 3: Trust in managers differs between 
the closest subordinates and other employees.

Table 9 shows the degree of trust per managerial group 
of 2003 in Sweden. It is evident that the closest subordinates 
had a higher degree of trust in their managers than all other 
employees had for one manager (average scores 3.3 versus 
2.6). The closest subordinates of this manager also had more 
trust in the manager than all other subordinates had for the 
same manager. In the regression analysis for 2003 (table 8), a 
control was carried out to see if different managerial positions 
had an impact on the degree of trust. One group consisted of 
the closest subordinates of all eight managers (N = 44), whilst 
the other group consisted of the other subordinates of one 
manager (N = 94). A t-test showed that there was a significant 
difference in the degree of trust vested in the managers by their 
closest subordinates compared to the trust that other subordi-
nates had, with t = 3.118, p<0.05. In the Swedish sample the 
closest subordinates’ trust in managers was higher than other 
employees’. 

The hypothesis also received support from the analysis 
of the Slovenian sample. On the basis of the answers of 51 

respondents directly subordinate to all managers (of which 
there were 25 close co-workers) and 57 other employees (108 
respondents) in the Slovenian study, the following results refer 
to the statements connected to the individual factors originat-
ing from the factor analysis (table 7). The high degree of trust 
in Slovenian managers can be attributed to the respondents’ 
proximity to the managerial level. In the Slovenian study, 
these respondents were the closest co-workers of the manag-
ers. In the Swedish case, however, respondents were more 
dispersed. This finding indicates that the degree of trust in 
managers declines as the hierarchical distance from the man-
ager increases.

The Slovenian sample also throws some additional light 
on the importance of distance between the trust in managers 
and their subordinates (table 9). The Slovenian sample pro-
vides data on three levels whilst the Swedish sample provides 
two (i.e., the closest subordinates and other subordinates). 
A t-test on the average degree of trust between the 25 clos-
est subordinates to the managers and the 57 most remote 
subordinates (lowest level) showed that this difference was 
significant, with t = 4.106, p<0.05. Testing the average degree 
of trust between the 25 closest subordinates to the managers 
compared to the degree of trust of the 26 other subordinates 
reporting directly to the managers showed that this difference 
is insignificant, with t = 0.405, p>0.10. Finally, a t-test of the 
differences in trust between the 26 subordinates reporting 
directly to the managers and the 57 other subordinates showed 
that this difference was significant, with t = 2.569, p<0.01. 
The Slovenian study confirmed the result from Sweden: the 
more removed subordinates were from managers, the less 
they trusted them, a finding that supports the third hypothesis. 
These findings thus suggest that societal factors do not exert 
a strong influence.

6 Conclusions

Both of these studies show that managers enjoy different 
degrees of trust from their subordinates. The first hypothesis 
was supported. The level of trust vested in Slovenian manag-

Table 9. Descriptive statistics - Trust variables Sweden and Slovenia

Respondents (N) Average
Standard
deviation

Sweden Slovenia Sweden Slovenia Sweden Slovenia

All managers – 
closest subordinates 44 25 3.25 4.4 1.241 0.666

All managers – subordinates
reporting directly NA 26 NA 4.29 NA 1.210

All managers - remote
Subordinates NA 57 NA 3.56 NA 1.180

One manager - remote
employees (Sweden only) 94 NA 2.60 NA 1.212 NA



308

Research papers Number 6, November-December 2012Organizacija, Volume 45

ers by their subordinates is significantly higher than what is 
vested in Swedish managers. This study did not explore the 
reasons for this difference, but it may be due to the greater 
remoteness to power in Sweden.

The analysis revealed a degree of similarity regarding the 
managers’ actions and support between the Swedish and the 
Slovenian samples, as five out of eight items were identical. 
Socio-cultural contexts may explain why the items in the fac-
tor “managers’ actions and support” were not identical. The 
second hypothesis was partly supported. The actions of man-
agers were decisive for the development of trust.

The actions and support of Swedish managers explained 
76 per cent of the degree of trust that the subordinates had in 
them. This result is also in agreement with the findings of the 
Slovenian study, where managerial actions explained 82 per 
cent of the degree of subordinates’ trust. These results may 
imply that both Swedish and Slovenian subordinates perceived 
leadership through managerial actions. Trust was strongly 
associated with such terms as “the manager has confidence 
in me”, “the manager promotes our interests”, “the manager 
shows me appreciation”, “the manager supports me”, and “the 
manager solves problems”. In both these national samples the 
other two factors were insignificantly related to trust.

Trust in managers differed between the closest subor-
dinates and other employees. The Swedish study supported 
the third hypothesis, since the closest subordinates had a 
significantly higher degree of trust in their manager than more 
remote subordinates. The Slovenian data also supported this 
conclusion. Theoretical explanations for these empirical out-
comes in both the Swedish and Slovenian samples are hard 
to find. 

Implications for managers
The development and maintenance of trust are especially 

important to managerial and organizational effectiveness, 
as several scholars (e.g., Atkinson, 2004) have emphasized. 
This comparative study of why Swedish and Slovenian sub-
ordinates trusted their managers informs managers on how to 
establish, maintain or increase the trust of their subordinates. 
The answer points to the subordinates’ perception of their 
managers’ actions. The manager needs to show in action that 
he or she trusts his or her subordinates, promotes the interests 
of the subordinates, demonstrates an appreciation of his or her 
subordinates, and solves problems in an adequate way. The 
comparative study also indicates that it is more difficult for 
managers to gain the trust of the more remote subordinates 
than of those who are closer.

Implications for trust theory
This comparative study of subordinates’ reasons for trust-

ing their managers in Sweden and Slovenia addresses four 
theoretical aspects of trust relations between managers and 
subordinates. It supports previous research and the assump-
tions that: (1) managers enjoy different degrees of trust; (2) 
trust is induced through actions; and (3) trust in managers dif-
fers between the closest subordinates and other employees. A 
strong association was found between the actions of managers 
and the degree of subordinates’ trust in managers. The kind of 
leadership that generates trust is leadership by actions, or what 

are perceived as actions by the subordinates. Trust in managers 
is a promising way of enhancing organizational performance.
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