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Zand’s Leadership Triad: Regaining Trust in the 

Public Sector  
Umar Zainol 

Malaysia’s 14th General Election was a wake-up call. After more than 60 years, Malaysians ushered in a 

new era by taking to the polls.  

The outcome shocked many, but there were signs that foreshadowed Barisan Nasional’s downfall. 

According to the Edelman Trust Barometer, a survey measuring public trust in institutions since 2000, 

trust in the government had been waning among the general public of Malaysia over the last 5 years. The 

2018 survey did report a 9% uptick from the previous year, but 43% of respondents in that year still 

believed that government was the most broken among all Malaysian institutions12. At the local level, the 

growing calls for transparency and accountability inferred that the majority of Malaysians had become 

disillusioned and opted for an alternative.  

In fairness, it is hard to fault the predecessor: 

That they were able to govern for over 60 

years proved that it was worthy of the 

people’s trust at some point. Even in its loss, 

Barisan Nasional still managed to secure 34% 

of the popular vote compared to Pakatan 

Harapan’s 48%3, indicating that over 4 million 

Malaysians still support the coalition. 

However, Barisan Nasional was seen to be too set in its ways; it is likely that their ultimate detachment 

from reality and the grassroots in recent years had cost them when it came to the “father of all elections”45.  

The symbiosis in governance is well known: Governments need people to put them into a position of 

power, and people need governments to enact policies that benefit the people. The role of trust is 

fundamental in this relationship, but many recognise that it is something that you cannot buy nor gain in 

a short time-span. Its nature is complex, and especially in today’s VUCA (Volatile, Uncertain, Complex, 
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Ambiguous) environment, its concept becomes more complicated. The question is: how do leaders gain 

the trust of their constituents? 

In his book The Leadership Triad6, Dale E. Zand explains how leaders need to be trustworthy in return 

for the people’s loyalty and commitment. Based on his definition, leaders with high trust must first accept 

that they are in a position of vulnerability to a person/party that they cannot control. They must also 

come to terms with the fact that they are in a position of loss should that person/party abuse their 

vulnerability. Thus, a leader with high trust understands that by trusting others, their potential loss in a 

given situation is greater than their potential benefit. As a consequence, leaders must show trust first 

before it is reciprocated by the followers.  

Once a leader accepts that trust is dependent on vulnerability, they can show trust through information, 

influence and control. A high trust leader must therefore understand its three tenets. The first is that 

leaders with high trust share information with others in an accurate and timely manner. Secondly, a leader 

who shows trust accepts influence from others, be it their superiors, peers or subordinates. Finally, a 

leader with high trust exercises minimal control over others.  

However, a lack of trust isn’t the be-all and end-all. Zand posits that the 

triadic leader must balance knowledge, trust and power akin to three horses 

pulling a chariot: all forces must be coordinated and managed equally. In 

the big picture of a triadic leader, the role of trust is to give people the 

confidence that they are able to exercise their knowledge and power 

correctly. In the context of public sector leadership, the government should 

have a realistic vision of what must be done and use their power 

appropriately in delegating or directing others.  

Howbeit broad, Zand’s model of triadic leadership is one that manages to encapsulate significant 

components of leadership across the public-sector. Whereas the responsibility of building trust falls 

largely on political leaders, top officials in the public-sector could pull their weight by providing the 

knowledge and power that Zand hypothesized. Among this is to build a culture where knowledge can be 

challenged while having a strong foundation for legitimate power so that leaders are given the 

environment to manoeuvre in their decision-making. The vision of the triadic leader can thus be 

accomplished when political leaders work closely with government agencies. 

Going back to the Edelman Trust Barometer, it could be that previous leaders’ failure to address the three 

elements of trust contributed to the loss in GE14.  With respect to Zand’s theory, the negative trend of 
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the Edelman Trust Barometer suggests that the public perceived leaders at the time to have withheld 

information from them, refused to accept influence by others and/or exercised heavy control on the 

public. Even internally, interviews with UMNO members reveal signs of disunity or that members were 

too afraid to speak up against the leadership7. 

Only time will tell if the current government will fare better in gaining Malaysians’ trust. So far, it has 

acknowledged the importance of information sharing by holding frequent press conferences, thereby 

giving some semblance of transparency. There is no shortage of hope among Malaysians as the new 

government finds its footing with the promise of Malaysia Baharu8, and they can surely capitalise on 

Malaysia’s current period of transition to stress the importance of trust in nation-building. Before Pakatan 

Harapan becomes too complacent, it will be wise for them to heed the other two elements of trust, as 

well as to consider the role of power and knowledge in the leadership triad.   
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