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incentives that keep leaders in place—mainly, serving coalitions 
rather than communities. Drawing on my earlier doctoral work, I 
introduce Bruce Bueno de Mesquita’s Selectorate Theory, a powerful 
framework for illustrating how system design influences whether 
leaders prioritize loyalty or performance. This forms a link: 
understanding incentives explains why trust struggles to scale.

No design is perfect. I think this much is agreeable. What 
might be the consequences of a fragile design for leaders and other 
members of an active group? In Chapter 6: Fragile By Design, I 
address the signs and consequences of systemic fragility—quiet 
decay, institutional decay, and what I call fragile systems. I illustrate 
how deliberate design flaws—personalization, lack of 
redundancy—make institutions vulnerable to collapse, often long 
before any political upheaval.

Upon highlighting the key elements of trust and its 
consequences on leadership in the first six chapters, I turn to the 
notion of trust itself and its valued features. As a result, Chapter 

7: Tracing Trust, introduces institutional memory as a vital 
construct—a backbone that sustains trust over decades and more. 
I argue that trust is built when institutions remember, learn from, 
and adapt based on their history. Several global examples, from 
Estonia to Bahrain, demonstrate how memory reinforces 
resilience.

But why stop there? The applicability of trust is by no means 
limited to governance and power-relations. It is a byproduct of 
many of our personal and professional relationships, including 
those found in marriages, education, sports, and civic engagement. 
More importantly, there is something to be drawn from education 
and sports that offers important insights into the development and 
practice of trust. 
In Chapter 8: Tracing Back Trust, I show how early 
foundational trusts—especially in education and sports—are the 
training grounds of civic and institutional trust. Schools and youth 
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programs instill the habits of fairness, predictability, and 
accountability that have a ripple effect on national systems.

While education and sports are generally viewed as positive 
spheres, one public institution that has a mixed relationship with 
its citizenry is law enforcement, both in Western and non-Western 
states. However, while such institutions receive mixed reviews, 
there is something to be said about the procedures and 
mechanisms surrounding their practice. Chapter 9: When Law 
Enforcement Meets a Higher Law provides a deeper 
examination of the U.S. through citizen-led First Amendment 
audits—a practical example of how public scrutiny reveals whether 
institutions adhere to their constitutional design. These moments 
expose contradictions and test systemic consistency, revealing that 
trust is put to the test at the grassroots level.

Finally, in Chapter 10: System Over Self, I end by 
emphasizing the importance of design that outlasts individuals. It 
is a fact that leaders come and go, yet systems must be built so they 
can survive transitions, mistakes, and crises. I discuss how to 
engineer institutions that persist—trust built into their 
architecture—and how such systems liberate leaders from 
dependence on charisma.

As I have noted, at the heart of this journey is a fundamental 
truth: trust isn’t a mystical quality bestowed upon nations; it’s 

a system outcome that we can engineer, maintain, and repair. 
Every chapter offers lessons on how to do just that—how to 
design institutions that teach fairness, reinforce memory, and 
withstand leadership changes.

It is my belief that if we want countries to break free from 
cycles of superficial reform, we must shift our focus from short-
term fixes and charismatic leadership to the deliberate engineering 
of institutional systems.
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Moving Forward

As you read each chapter, I invite you to see these ideas not 
just as theoretical insights but as practical tools. Whether you’re a 
policymaker, educator, reformer, or citizen, understanding the 
systemic nature of trust offers a pathway—one built on structure 
rather than sentiment—to escape the cycles of superficial reform 
and ensure lasting progress..    
       Because, ultimately, the future of nations isn’t written in the 
stars or sealed by culture. It’s built in the design of the systems that 
shape every interaction, every decision, and every act of trust. And 
I hope this book serves as a guide for everyone committed to 
shaping those systems, one deliberate choice at a time..   
       I have included, at the end of each chapter, a series of short 
but practical reflective questions for you to consider and complete 
either on your own or with another individual or a team. I have 
also left additional suggested readings for those who may be 
interested in furthering their knowledge on the shared ideas and 
material. 

While I distill my doctoral expertise and knowledge into 
this shorter and more practical book, I hope the reader will 
appreciate that each of the topics addressed here can easily form 
the basis of a doctoral project on its own. 
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Chapter 1 

The Trust Trap

1.1 Trust isn’t a Luxury, It’s Infrastructure

n 1998, as a first-year cadet at The Citadel, The Military College 
of South Carolina, I encountered a policy that could have 
worked against me. Every cadet was required to complete four 

years of a second language, choosing from Spanish, French, or 
German. 

But I was already bilingual, fluent in Arabic and English. The 
Citadel didn’t offer Arabic, and at first, it seemed like I’d have to 
start over, taking four unnecessary language courses just to meet 
the system’s structure. However, what happened next profoundly 
shaped my entire understanding of trust and institutions.

Because The Citadel was a partially state-funded institution, it 
was bound by a South Carolina law requiring all public colleges to 
accept transferable credits from other state institutions. I found a 
university in South Carolina that offered Arabic, passed an 
advanced-level proficiency exam, and transferred those credits. 
The Citadel honored the law. No negotiation, no favoritism, just 
rules applied fairly. I became the first cadet in the school’s 150-year 
history to fulfill the requirement by studying Arabic. That decision 

I
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allowed me to graduate two semesters early. But more importantly, 
it taught me that trust doesn’t come from slogans. It comes from 
systems that work the same for everyone.

It’s not a soft emotion, nor a virtue handed down by culture. 
It is the invisible scaffolding that holds modern societies together. 
Like roads or power grids, trust enables people to move through 
life without constant friction. You can’t see it, but when it breaks, 
everything else follows.

In a functioning society, trust allows people to interact with 
systems they can’t personally verify. It lets a patient believe a 
doctor is competent. It assures a citizen that their taxes won’t 
vanish. It gives weight to a court ruling and legitimacy to an 
election. When trust is strong, institutions don’t need to shout. 
They speak quietly and are believed.

But trust isn’t automatic. It doesn’t emerge from speeches, 
slogans, or declarations. It’s cultivated, by design, by behavior, by 
repeated evidence of fairness.

In high-trust societies, life feels manageable. You can enroll in 
school without bribes, report crimes without fear, and file 
complaints without resignation. These aren’t cultural miracles. 
They’re institutional effects.

In low-trust environments, the opposite logic is at play. People 
hesitate to use public services and depend more on informal 
networks rather than official channels. Compliance and effort 
become selective. Why bother contributing to a system that doesn’t 
protect or reward you?

This is the heart of the problem, what I call The Trust Trap: a 
vicious feedback loop in which broken systems breed 
disengagement, and that disengagement further weakens the 
system. It’s not about bad citizens. It’s about bad design.

Escaping this trap isn’t a matter of goodwill. It’s a matter of 
architecture.
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This chapter explores how trust operates, not only between 
individuals, but also between individuals and institutions. And 
more importantly, how can we rebuild it where it’s been lost?

One of the most compelling modern examples comes from the 
financial sector. For years, bankers and institutional investors have 
argued that excessive regulation, especially from central banks, 
hinders growth. They’ve lobbied for fewer restrictions, arguing that 
deregulation enables markets to innovate, operate efficiently, and 
generate wealth.

But the story takes a surprising turn when we examine the rise 
of cryptocurrencies.

In theory, crypto emerged to escape centralized control. It was 
meant to be borderless, trustless, and free. But in practice, many 
cryptocurrency companies are now actively seeking regulation, 
sometimes even lobbying for it. Not to limit themselves, but to 
show legitimacy.

The logic is clear: in an unregulated landscape where scams are 
rampant and ethics are elusive, companies know that trust is their 
most valuable asset, and that trust often flows through institutions.

As someone based in Bahrain, I’ve witnessed this dynamic 
firsthand. Friends and colleagues in the crypto industry have 
shared how much they value the oversight of Bahrain’s central 
bank, which is widely seen as one of the most progressive 
regulators in the Middle East. Crypto firms are eager to earn that 
approval. Why? Because when a family business in the Gulf 
considers investing in a digital asset, it won’t take the risk unless a 
credible institution has vetted it.

Regulation, once seen as a barrier to growth, has become the 
gateway to trust. And trust, in turn, is what opens doors to 
investment, legitimacy, and scale.

This is not a story about finance. It’s a story about 
infrastructure. About how rules, oversight, and systems, when 
credible, create the space for innovation to thrive. It’s about how 
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even those who once rejected institutions now recognize that 
without trust, nothing grows. This distinction is critical: trust isn’t 
simply a matter of culture, something inherited or ingrained, but 
rather institutional, a direct result of how effectively systems and 
structures function. But what happens when trust is eroded beyond 
mere skepticism, when mistrust itself becomes deeply 
institutionalized?

1.2 The Trust Trap Cycle

The most dangerous thing about low-trust systems is that 
they’re self-reinforcing.

Once people believe that rules are not applied fairly or that 
outcomes are driven more by favoritism than fairness, they 
respond accordingly. And that response, while rational, pushes the 
system toward collapse.

Imagine a student who earns a scholarship through merit, only 
to see it quietly given to someone connected. Once is frustrating. 
Twice is demoralizing. By the third time, it’s a sign: merit doesn’t 
matter. Connections do. Now, apply that idea across society—in 
education, employment, healthcare, and the justice system. That’s 
the Trust Trap.

It begins subtly. Paperwork takes more time. Offices become 
less predictable. Deadlines are missed. But inefficiency soon gives 
way to something more dangerous: disengagement.

People stop using public services. Teachers stop advocating for 
students. Civil servants begin cutting corners. Citizens pay bribes 
to receive what they should be entitled to. The formal system 
remains on paper, but its soul has left the building.

This isn’t just theoretical, it’s observable in real-world data 
and case studies.

According to the World Bank’s Worldwide Governance 
Indicators, countries in the lowest quartile of institutional trust 
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see up to 30% less foreign direct investment compared to those 
in the top quartile, even after adjusting for GDP and population. 
Public compliance also declines sharply. The OECD trust metrics 
indicate that in countries such as Denmark and Finland, trust is 
associated with over 90% of public service usage, whereas in low-
trust environments, fewer than 40% of people engage formally 
with the state.

Lebanon offers a sobering case study. Decades of sectarian 
patronage have drained the country’s institutions. After the 2020 
Beirut explosion, public outrage didn’t prompt reform; it led to 
deeper disengagement. Ministries failed to coordinate basic 
services, and citizens withdrew into survival mode. Even 
electricity became privatized at the neighborhood level, with 
people depending on informal generator providers instead of the 
national grid. 

In the aftermath, despair gave way to bitter irony. A local 
official bitterly noted, “We have more reform strategies than 
public buses.” The government wasn’t overthrown; it was 
bypassed.

This is the trust trap in action. Not a sudden collapse, but 
quiet decay. To vividly demonstrate how trust influences societal 
behavior and institutional effectiveness, consider the key 
differences between high-trust and low-trust societies.
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This disengagement fuels deeper dysfunction. When honest 
effort isn’t rewarded, shortcuts thrive. When good people leave, 
bad actors take their place. As more people operate outside the 
rules, fewer trust the rules to work.

And that’s when collapse becomes systemic. Not dramatic. Just 
quiet decay.

Breaking this cycle is incredibly difficult. By the time mistrust 
is widespread, those who suffer most are often the least 
empowered to address it. And those who benefit have no incentive 
to change.

That’s why we must refrain from blaming individuals. The 
Trust Trap isn’t about ethics. It’s about engineering. People adapt 
to what the system teaches them.

To escape it, the system must teach something new, through 
fairness that’s visible, consistency that’s enforced, and results that 
are real.

Because people don’t become cynical on their own. They’re 
trained to be. Yet, this cycle isn’t just psychological; it’s biological. 
To understand how deeply institutions shape trust, we must look 
beneath the surface and examine the human brain itself.

1.3 The Neuroinstitutional Trust Loop

We often see trust as a cultural trait, something we inherit or 
are taught. But as noted earlier, trust is mainly institutional, 
influenced directly by the structure and reliability of our systems.

Neuroscience, particularly the work of Paul Zak, has 
demonstrated that trust is chemically linked to oxytocin, a 
hormone released when individuals experience fairness, safety, or 
cooperation. In other words, trust isn’t just a moral state, it’s a 
biological response to structure.

Paul Zak’s pioneering work in neuroeconomics brought this 
to life through a series of laboratory experiments commonly 
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referred to as “trust games.” In these experiments, participants 
received a sum of money and asked to decide how much to send 
to a stranger. Any money sent was tripled, and the receiver could 
choose how much to send back. This simple setup became a 
powerful tool for measuring trust and reciprocity.

What Zak found was striking: the more money a person sent 
(i.e., the more they trusted), the higher their oxytocin levels. 
Likewise, the more oxytocin a person had, the more likely they 
were to behave generously and cooperatively. He later 
demonstrated that even administering synthetic oxytocin through 
a nasal spray increased trust behavior among participants.

But the trust game wasn’t just about biochemistry. Zak also 
observed how institutional context shaped responses. In societies 
where institutions were weak or fairness was unpredictable, 
participants exhibited lower baseline trust, even in simulated 
environments. People subconsciously adjusted their willingness to 
trust based on what they had come to expect from real life.

This interaction between biology and systems is central to the 
Neuroinstitutional Trust Loop. Oxytocin is not released in a 
vacuum. It responds to environmental cues, especially 
institutional signals that indicate safety, fairness, and reciprocity. 
When institutions consistently reward honest effort and punish 
exploitation, people begin to experience those systems as 
biologically safe. Trust then becomes a rational, even chemical, 
response.
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When institutions behave predictably, when rules are clear, 
feedback is fair, and effort is rewarded, oxytocin flows more freely. 
People become more willing to engage, cooperate, innovate, and 
forgive.

But in systems characterized by inconsistency, favoritism, or 
impunity, the brain reacts differently. It withholds trust. It 
disengages. It protects itself. Not just emotionally, but chemically.

This is the foundation of what I call the Neuroinstitutional Trust 
Loop, a feedback cycle between system design, human behavior, 
and public belief. It works like this:

Step 1: Structure: Institutions set clear, fair expectations and 
apply them consistently.

Step 2: Behavior: People begin to engage honestly and 
cooperatively.

Step 3: Belief: Over time, they internalize the expectation that 
fairness is a real phenomenon.
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Step 4: Reinforcement: This belief stabilizes the system, 
deepening trust and participation.

When this loop functions well, trust doesn’t need to be 
promoted. It becomes normal. Routine. Silent. People pay taxes 
without fear. They report misconduct without hesitation. They 
believe that playing by the rules is smarter than cheating them.

However, when the loop is broken and unfairness goes 
unchecked, behavior adjusts. People stop cooperating. Corruption 
becomes rational. Mistrust becomes protective. And the system 
unravels.

This insight is powerful. It means we can design with trust in 
mind.

Governments don’t need campaigns. They need credible 
systems, such as digital receipts for complaints. Public audits. 
Transparent hiring. These are not symbolic gestures. They are 
trust-generating actions that affect how the brain and society 
respond.

This is because trust is not a request. It’s a reaction. Still, trust 
is not monolithic; it manifests differently in diverse contexts, 
particularly where formal institutions struggle. This leads us to 
another crucial distinction, particularized trust.

1.4 The Case for Particularized Trust

Not all trust is the same. And not all trust helps nations grow.
Most people start with particularized trust, the trust they place 

in people they know, such as family, close friends, community 
members, or those who share their language, religion, or tribe. It’s 
ancient. It’s emotional. It’s powerful. And in many parts of the 
world, it’s what allows people to survive when public systems fail.
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In developing countries where formal institutions are 
unreliable, people fall back on personal networks. They turn to 
relatives instead of police, bypass hospitals for connections, and 
skip formal job processes in favor of personal favors. It’s not 
cultural fatalism, it’s strategic adaptation.

A telling example comes from the world of international 
sports. The IRONMAN Group, which organizes triathlon events 
worldwide, has gradually shifted its business model from licensing 
to direct ownership in high-trust countries. Full ownership enables 
them to standardize operations, protect their brand, and ensure a 
consistent athlete experience. But in countries like Bahrain or Saudi 
Arabia, where particularized trust still dominates, they often avoid 
full ownership and instead license their events to local operators. 
It’s not a reflection of capacity. It’s a strategic adaptation to 
informal power structures, patronage dependencies, and 
institutional opacity. Even global brands adjust their models when 
formal trust is too weak to scale.

When the system can’t be trusted, people rely on what they can 
trust.

My dissertation focused on this specific dynamic. I analyzed 
data from over 100 countries using global trust surveys and 
discovered something surprising: particularized trust isn’t just a 
cultural artifact; it’s a logical response to institutional failure. 
However, I also found that when institutions improve, laws are 
enforced, services become dependable, and fairness is made 
apparent, this personal trust doesn’t disappear. It grows.

 Put differently, people don’t abandon their in-groups; they 
expand them. Trust shifts outward, from personal relationships to 
the public sphere. It becomes generalized trust—the belief that 
most people, even strangers, will behave fairly. This type of trust is 
what fuels modern economies.

But scaling trust requires something that family ties can’t 
provide: systems that apply rules equally. Generalized trust 
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emerges when fairness is not a personal matter. When it’s 
structural.

Countries that made this transition, like Finland, Singapore, 
and South Korea, didn’t erase particularized trust. They built on it. 
They moved from loyalty to law. From favor to function. They 
made it possible for people to believe in something bigger than 
their tribe, not by asking them to, but by showing them why it 
made sense.

Because when the system works, trust doesn’t feel like a risk. 
It feels like a habit. But why, despite strong local bonds, does trust 
so often falter at a broader scale?

1.5 Why Trust Fails to Scale

Trust at the local level often works beautifully. Families 
support each other. Neighborhoods collaborate. Small 
communities organize themselves with care and a sense of pride.

However, when people step outside their circle, into national 
institutions such as courts, ministries, and tax offices, the logic 
shifts. Suddenly, fairness is uncertain. Rules are inconsistent. The 
system becomes unpredictable.

And trust stalls.
This isn’t a cultural flaw. It’s a design flaw. As emphasized 

earlier, the core issue isn’t cultural, but institutional; the system 
itself is flawed.

Why does this happen?
Because particularized trust depends on relationships, face-to-

face accountability, and reputation, when someone breaks your 
trust in a close-knit group, there’s a social cost. However, formal 
institutions rely on something else: abstract trust—belief in rules, 
belief in process, and belief in enforcement.

If that abstract layer is weak, if public systems are 
unresponsive, biased, or easily manipulated, then people don’t 
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scale their trust. They compartmentalize it. They reserve trust for 
their circle and approach the state with suspicion.

Development agencies have reached a clear conclusion: trust 
isn’t just a cultural residue; it’s a system output. The World Bank, 
OECD, and UNDP all stress that scalable trust requires more than 
good intentions or charismatic reformers. It demands functioning 
institutions that enforce rules predictably, limit bureaucratic 
discretion, and provide services fairly. When rules are unclear and 
enforcement is random, even citizens who want to trust cannot 
extend their trust beyond their immediate circle. Institutional 
design, not national character, is the key limiting factor.

This is how trust gets stuck.
As Elinor Ostrom showed through decades of fieldwork, trust 

can develop in close-knit communities through shared norms and 
repeated interactions. But without institutional scaffolding, that 
trust remains local. It doesn’t scale to the state.

This disconnect creates a trust ceiling. People follow rules 
within their tribe but distrust national institutions. They may act 
ethically in private, yet become skeptical or evasive when dealing 
with the state.

And once that ceiling hits, systems start to malfunction. 
Talented people disengage. Citizens become merely transactional. 
Public faith erodes. Bureaucracies slow further. Investment stalls. 
And the nation, though it may see GDP grow, remains fragile.

You see this everywhere. The solution isn’t to shame people 
for leaning on family or tribe. It’s to build a system that makes trust 
beyond the circle not just possible, but preferable.

Because trust doesn’t fail to scale due to a lack of values. It fails 
when the structure provides no reason for people to believe. This 
difficulty in scaling trust highlights another stark reality: trust takes 
considerable time to build, yet can collapse with astonishing speed.
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1.6 Why Trust Is So Hard to Build (and Easy to 

Lose)

Trust is asymmetric. It takes years to build, and only a moment 
to undo.

It’s built through consistency: fair rules, honest feedback, 
visible justice. But it can collapse with a single scandal, an ignored 
complaint, or a rule that applies only to some.

This is why trust feels fragile. It’s not about perfection. It’s 
about patterns. When people see the system behave fairly over and 
over again, they begin to feel more at ease. But when that pattern 
breaks, when the powerful get a pass or the honest get punished, 
the entire narrative collapses.

In governance, this asymmetry creates enormous stakes. You 
can launch transparency portals, reform schools, or digitize 
services, but if one high-profile abuse goes unpunished, public 
trust can break. Not because people are unforgiving, but because 
their sense of fairness gets shattered.

Most people do not read policy memos or track legislation. 
Their memory of the state lives in small moments:

• Was their passport processed on time?

• Did their child’s exam feel fair?

• Was their complaint ignored or answered?

These everyday interactions are where trust lives, or dies.
And once lost, it does not return with slogans. It returns with 

proof. Structural proof.
People must see that the system has changed, not once, but 

repeatedly. They must experience that misconduct is punished, not 
protected. They must feel that fairness is not exceptional, but 
expected.
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This is especially true in post-conflict or post-authoritarian 
societies, where past betrayals run deep. In those places, silence 
feels like indifference. Delay feels like deception. Trust doesn’t just 
need repair; it needs reconditioning.

Rwanda offers one of the clearest example of deliberate trust 
reconstruction. After the genocide, the government didn’t depend 
on promises; it built procedures. The Gacaca courts, community-
based tribunals, enabled victims and perpetrators to confront what 
happened, seek justice, and move forward. One survivor 
reportedly said, “It was the first time I saw someone explain what 
happened to my family.” These courts weren’t flawless, but they 
served a vital function: restoring civic participation and 
institutional legitimacy through transparency and accessibility. At 
the same time, the government implemented performance-based 
contracts for public officials, linked to measurable results, and 
created citizen feedback tools to enhance accountability. Over 
time, trust shifted from forgetting the past to believing that the 
future has rules.

Trust isn’t restored by what governments say. It’s restored by 
what they do, through systems that make fairness evident and 
accountability a regular practice.

The system must demonstrate, not just claim, that it’s 
accountable. Those rules apply universally. That outcomes are 
driven by merit, not maneuvering.

This is why some public-sector reformers now use what’s 
called a “Trust Checklist.” It transforms abstract principles into 
actionable questions, allowing governments, ministries, or even 
individual departments to evaluate whether they’re creating the 
conditions for public belief. Fairness, visibility, enforcement, 
responsiveness, protection, and continuity are each essential to 
turn fragile confidence into durable trust. To guide institutions in 
systematically rebuilding public confidence, reformers have 
devised a practical framework known as the Trust Checklist:
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As I emphasized earlier, trust is not restored by asking people 
to believe.

It’s restored when the system behaves in a way that makes 
belief rational again. Given its fragility and centrality, trust doesn’t 
merely reflect society’s health; it actively forecasts it.

1.7 Trust as a Leading Indicator

In development economics, we often measure growth by what 
is visible: GDP, infrastructure, and foreign investment. But behind 
every number is something harder to quantify, and more 
foundational: trust.

Trust is a leading indicator. It rises before progress becomes 
visible. And it falls long before collapse.

When trust is growing, people invest more—financially, 
socially, and emotionally. They start businesses, report corruption, 
and participate in reforms. These actions build momentum. They 
indicate that the environment is safe enough to take risks and long-
term enough to justify effort.

As I emphasized earlier trust is not restored by asking people
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Conversely, when trust declines, warning signs appear before 
metrics move. People stop applying for public jobs. Entrepreneurs 
operate informally. Skilled professionals leave. Donors hesitate. 
Innovation dries up. It’s not the economy that fails first; it’s belief 
in the future.

In this way, trust is like air pressure. You don’t notice it when 
it’s stable. But when it drops, systems falter.

The World Bank, OECD, and UNDP have all emphasized 
trust as a core component of governance quality. Not because it’s 
nice to have, but because it predicts compliance, cooperation, and 
resilience.

High-trust countries tend to recover from crises more quickly. 
They manage pandemics better. They recover from recessions 
more smoothly, not because their citizens are more virtuous, but 
because their systems allow for collective action without fear of 
betrayal.

A stark example is the contrast between Sweden and 
Venezuela. During the COVID-19 pandemic and other economic 
shocks, Sweden maintained a relatively high level of public 
compliance and trust in policies, even when government measures 
were light. Its institutions had earned the benefit of the doubt. 
Venezuela, on the other hand, experienced cascading institutional 
failure: people did not trust official statistics, relied on informal 
health networks, and responded to reform efforts with deep 
skepticism. Trust wasn’t just missing; it had been structurally 
broken down.

When institutions are trusted, policy becomes action. When 
they’re not, even good policies are treated like threats. To highlight 
differences in institutional resilience and societal recovery during 
crises, compare Sweden’s high-trust responses with Venezuela’s 
low-trust struggles:
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In a low-trust society, even good ideas struggle. Every initiative 
feels like a trick. Every reform is seen as a mask. Even when the 
government is right, it is still doubted.

However, in a high-trust society, skepticism gives way to 
curiosity. People give the benefit of the doubt, because past 
experience justifies it.

This is the ultimate power of trust: it multiplies effort. It 
reduces friction. It turns policy into progress.

This logic also applies in the corporate world. In 2020, the 
global consumer brand Patagonia publicly announced that any 
employee could raise an environmental concern, even 
anonymously, and that doing so would not affect their 
performance evaluation. Internally, the company implemented a 
transparent issue-tracking system that showed concerns were 
investigated and resolved. As a result, employee engagement and 
internal reporting surged. Staff felt protected, heard, and 
empowered. One staff member wrote anonymously in a feedback 
form, “For the first time, I knew my voice mattered more than the 
hierarchy.”



18

Trust in leadership rose not because of a branding campaign, 
but because the company created visible, consistent systems that 
made fairness a routine practice.

Which is why any government serious about development 
must ask not only, “What are we building?”, but also, “Do people 
believe it will work?”

Because trust isn’t the result of success.
It’s the precondition for it. Yet, beyond anecdotes and theory, 

what does empirical evidence reveal about the relationship 
between trust and development?

1.8 What the Data Actually Shows

When I began my doctoral research, I expected to confirm 
what many believed, that trust followed development. And when 
countries became richer, they became more trusting.

But the data told a different story.
Across a dataset of more than 100 countries, using World 

Values Survey and institutional governance indicators, I found that 
trust isn’t simply an effect of development. It’s a cause. And not 
all trust matters equally.

The most important insight was this: particularized trust, trust 
in family, tribe, or close networks, was negatively correlated with 
national institutional quality. In contrast, generalized trust, trust in 
people beyond one’s immediate circle, was strongly linked to better 
governance, higher GDP per capita, and more resilient 
democracies.

But the path between trust and development wasn’t direct. It 
was mediated by institutions.

In other words, high trust didn’t automatically lead to 
prosperity. It led to better institutions. And those institutions, in 
turn, led to growth. This makes sense. When people trust each 
other, they cooperate more. But cooperation alone doesn’t scale 
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unless the system captures it, amplifies it, and protects it from 
exploitation.

Estonia is proof that the Trust-Structure Feedback Loop can 
be deliberately designed. The chart below shows how their 
investment in transparency, digital identity, and rule-based systems 
reshaped public trust. To demonstrate how deliberate institutional 
reforms can dramatically reshape national trust, consider Estonia’s 
transformation before and after implementing its digital 
governance strategy:

The most significant mechanism I found was what I now call 
the Trust-Structure Feedback Loop:

• High generalized trust → stronger demand for 
fairness → better institutions → more generalized 
trust.

This feedback loop isn’t theoretical. It’s visible in real-world 
cases, such as Estonia. After gaining independence from the Soviet 
Union, Estonia faced the challenge of building trust in a system 
that had long been opaque, centralized, and distrusted. Rather than 
trying to persuade citizens through campaigns, Estonia made trust 
rational. It built digital public services that showed every citizen 
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exactly how their data was used. Every medical record, every tax 
return, and every vote cast is visible, auditable, and secure. This 
transparency wasn’t symbolic; it was structural. And it worked.

Estonia’s e-governance model, which includes its blockchain-
based systems and open-source voting platforms, has led to 
record-high levels of institutional trust in under two decades. 
Citizens saw not only that the services worked, but also that the 
rules were applied equally. This transparency changed behavior. 
More people paid taxes voluntarily. More citizens participated in 
civic processes. It wasn’t magic. It was design.

It’s a virtuous cycle, but one that’s hard to start from zero.
This also explains why trust stagnates in so many developing 

countries. Without institutional reform, trust remains stuck at the 
personal level. Systems remain captured by elites. And citizens stay 
locked in survival mode.

My data also showed that institutional quality, especially in 
areas like rule of law, government effectiveness, and regulatory 
quality, was more strongly correlated with trust than income, 
religion, or culture. In other words, systems shape belief more than 
beliefs shape systems. Again, trust emerges predominantly as an 
institutional product rather than a cultural inheritance.

That’s the good news. It means trust can be built. But only if 
the system gives people a reason to believe. 

So where do we begin? The first step is institutional self-
awareness. Governments, schools, ministries, and even small 
organizations must ask themselves not just whether their rules 
exist, but whether those rules are consistently applied, publicly 
visible, and logically structured. Investing in basic fairness, 
transparent hiring practices, effective feedback loops, and 
consistent enforcement is not a luxury. It’s the groundwork for 
collective belief. Trust-building doesn’t require perfection. It 
requires proof, delivered repeatedly through systems that work. In 
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the chapters ahead, we’ll explore how this process begins, and why 
it’s more achievable than most leaders think.


