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Abstract 

Background: There are many described benefits of community-based participatory research (CBPR), such as 
increased relevance of research for those who must act on its findings. This has prompted researchers to better 
understand how CBPR functions to achieve these benefits through building sustainable research partnerships. Several 
studies have identified “trust” as a key mechanism to achieve sustainable partnerships, which themselves constitute 
social networks. Although existing literature discusses trust and CBPR, or trust and social networks, preliminary searches 
reveal that none link all three concepts of trust, CBPR, and social networks. Thus, we present our scoping review to sys-
tematically review and synthesize the literature exploring how trust is conceptualised, operationalised, and measured 
in CBPR and social networks.

Methods: This review follows the guidance and framework of Peters et al. which is underpinned by the widely used 
framework of Levac and colleagues. Levac and colleagues provided enhancements to the methodological framework 
of Arksey and O’Malley. We explored several electronic databases including Scopus, Medline, PubMed, Web of Science, 
CINAHL, Cochrane Library, Google Scholar, and PsychINFO. A search strategy was identified and agreed upon by the 
team in conjunction with a research librarian. Two independent reviewers screened articles by title and abstract, then 
by full-text based on pre-determined exclusion/inclusion criteria. A third reviewer arbitrated discrepancies regarding 
inclusions/exclusions. A thematic analysis was then conducted to identify relevant themes and sub-themes.

Results: Based on the 26 extracted references, several key themes and sub-themes were identified which high-
lighted the complexity and multidimensionality of trust as a concept. Our analysis revealed an additional emergent 
category that highlighted another important dimension of trust—outcomes pertaining to trust. Further, variation 
within how the studies conceptualised, operationalised, and measured trust was illuminated. Finally, the multidimen-
sionality of trust provided important insight into how trust operates as a context, mechanism, and outcome.

Conclusions: Findings provide support for future research to incorporate trust as a lens to explore the social-rela-
tional aspects of partnerships and the scope to develop interventions to support trust in partnerships.

Keywords: Community-based participatory research, Trust, Social networking, Patient participation, Community 
participation, Review
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Background
Participatory research (PR) is defined as the “systematic 
inquiry, with the collaboration of those affected by the 
issue being studied, for the purposes of education and 
taking action or effecting change” [1]. In recent decades, 
participatory research (PR) has been gaining recognition 
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throughout research communities as an approach that 
serves to bridge the gap between research and practice 
[2, 3]. Specifically, PR helps to maximise the relevancy 
of research and usability of its products, while simulta-
neously building capacity and addressing issues of social 
justice and self-determination among end-user commu-
nities [2, 3]. Currently, an overarching theory of PR does 
not exist, underscoring the need for greater knowledge 
of the key concepts and mechanisms of participatory 
research.

This is challenging as there are many different labels 
that exist that fall within the realm of participatory 
research, (e.g., public and patient involvement, participa-
tory health research, participatory action research), all 
striving to bridge this gap between knowledge and prac-
tice by promoting inclusivity, while ensuring all partners 
who the research serves to benefit are actively engaged in 
the research process [3].

Despite this challenge, there have been important 
advancements towards theory development in PR. One 
such advancement comes from one of the more widely 
recognized bodies of literature within PR falling under 
the heading of community-based participatory research 
(CBPR), with core philosophy and values grounded in 
social and environmental justice and self-determination 
to address inequities, particularly in regards to health 
[3]. Similarly, the W.K. Kellogg Foundation’s Community 
Health Scholars Program [4] defines CBPR as:

A collaborative approach to research that equitably 
involves all partners in the research process and rec-
ognizes the unique strengths that each brings. CBPR 
begins with a research topic of importance to the 
community with the aim of combining knowledge 
and action for social change to improve community 
health and eliminate health disparities [4].

For this scoping review, we will use the term CBPR 
as an all-encompassing term, which like PR, will incor-
porate a broad range of terms (e.g., public and patient 
involvement, participatory health research, participatory 
action research), that embrace shared core philosophies 
and values. CBPR was chosen as the term of choice for 
this review given its wide recognition across the litera-
ture, and its associated conceptual model [2, 3, 5].

Specifically, a CBPR conceptual model was developed 
[5] and adapted [2] which provides a concrete framework 
for understanding how the CBPR process is influenced by 
contextual and process-related aspects that can affect the 
ability to achieve both intermediate impacts (e.g. stronger 
partnerships) and long-term outcomes (e.g. improved 
health, community transformation, and health equity) 
[6]. The CBPR conceptual model was deemed appropri-
ate for addressing key gaps in the literature because of its 

comprehensive nature and its focus on the relationship 
between context, process dynamics, and research out-
comes [7]. These gaps include theoretically and empiri-
cally explaining “how contexts, partnership practices, 
and research/intervention engagement factors contribute 
to broad-based CBPR and health outcomes” [7]. Oetzel 
et al. [7] empirically tested variables of the CBPR model, 
with the aim “to better understand the mechanisms for 
impact on achieving” intermediate and long-term health 
outcomes, such as community transformation. Find-
ings from this study found that the model was suitable 
for explaining important relational (e.g. interactive) and 
structural (e.g. team composition and nature) processes 
[2] and pathways for impact on intermediate and long-
term outcomes [7].

With an emphasis on the relational aspect of the CBPR 
model, a systematic review by Jagosh et al. [8] identified 
partnership synergy as a universal feature of the col-
laborative process necessary for building and sustaining 
partnerships that create resilience, sustain health-related 
goals, and extend program infrastructure, while creating 
new and unexpected ideas and outcomes. Literature from 
the community perspective includes various accounts 
of community problems of engagement and trust. Jag-
osh et al. [9], for example, identify instances where con-
textual factors such as history of oppression or research 
abuse have triggered mistrust in the community, impact-
ing positive outcomes, such as partnership synergy. Jag-
osh et al. [9] further explored what supports partnership 
synergy in successful long-term CBPR partnerships. The 
building and maintenance of trust was identified as a key 
mechanism in this process. However, Jagosh et  al. [9] 
treated trust as a “black box” concept without unpacking 
its internal dimensions and processes. This limits under-
standing/progress because if there is no clear conceptu-
alisation of trust then it is challenging to operationalise 
or measure it in real-world partnerships.

Therefore, it is valuable to explore how trust is concep-
tualised, operationalised, and measured in CBPR part-
nerships. To do this, a methodology must be adopted that 
supports the analysis of trust in CBPR partnerships.

It is necessary to describe and measure trust among 
and between research partners within CBPR. Concep-
tually, a social network can be seen as a set of con-
nections between individuals or organisations. This is 
similar to a partnership, where individuals or organi-
sations are connected around a common purpose [10]. 
Social network analysis (SNA) is a methodology for 
describing and measuring contextual and relational 
dynamics among and between social actors [11]. 
SNA provides tools for investigating the development 
and maintenance of trust and trustworthiness and 
their effects on partnership functioning within social 
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networks [12]. The potential value here is, for exam-
ple, as a CBPR project unfolds, the ability to measure 
trust can allow for the design of structural interven-
tions (e.g. adding or removing planned working meet-
ings) to improve trust and partnership function by 
supporting context or social structures within the 
partnership [8, 9].

Social networks have been used to explore trust in 
diverse fields, such as in health [13] or education [14]. 
They have also been used to explore dynamics within 
CBPR [15, 16]. However, social networks have not been 
used to explore the dynamics of trust within CBPR. 
Therefore, CBPR, social networks, and trust (Fig.  1) 
constitute a conceptual triad that may allow us to better 
understand how partnership function leads to better 
research outcomes.

Purpose of conducting the scoping review
Although existing literature discuss trust and CBPR 
[17], or trust and social networks [18], preliminary 
searches revealed that none of the literature explores 
all three concepts of trust, CBPR, and social networks. 
Furthermore, preliminary searches revealed a lack 
of consensus regarding how trust is conceptualised, 
operationalised, and measured. With this in mind, the 
objectives of this scoping review were to:

1. Identify the literature on trust in CBPR and social 
networks

2. Clarify how trust is conceptualised, operationalised, 
and measured in CBPR and social networks

3. Identify where these dimensions of trust may inter-
sect across both CBPR and social networks

Table  1 presents the definitions and boundaries that 
guided how we conceptualised, operationalised, and 
measured trust in our scoping review.

Review question
To clearly identify our research question guiding the 
scope of the review, we iteratively searched and revised 
our search terms to capture the most appropriate body 
of literature. When forming the research question, we 
identified our main concept of trust and two principal 
contextual settings for which the concept was explored: 
CBPR and social networks. The broad nature of these 
concepts was important in capturing a breadth of litera-
ture [19]. This is followed by addressing our target popu-
lation, being all human studies. Finally, our outcome of 
interest was to use the literature to see how social net-
work research and CBPR intersect in their conceptuali-
sation, operationalisation, and methods of measurement 
for trust. This led to the formulation of our research 
question:

How does the literature conceptualise, operational-
ise, and measure trust within the context of commu-
nity-based participatory health research and social 
networks?

Eligibility criteria
Deliberation among two additional members of the 
research team regarding exclusion and inclusion crite-
ria at the outset of the scoping review process occurred. 
Table 2 provides an overview of the eligibility criteria for 
this scoping review.Fig. 1 Trust, CBPR, and social networks as a conceptual triad

Table 1 Boundaries and definitions for the conceptualising, operationalising, and measurement of trust in our scoping review

Dimension of our 
research question

The definition we attached to this dimension of our 
research question

The boundary for data extraction to inform understanding 
of the research question dimension

Conceptualisation Assigning meaning to something Definition of trust

Operationalisation Selecting observable phenomena to represent abstract con-
cepts
How will we go about empirically testing the concept?

Dimensions and indicators of trust
What are the operationalisation issues with the concept?
• Based on our indicators, what questions were asked to 
represent trust, what observations were made, what specific 
attributes will exist for the measure used?

Measurement Process of observing and recording the observations, or assign-
ing numbers to a phenomenon

Level of measurement such as nominal, ordinal, interval or 
ratio and type of measures such as survey, scaling, qualitative, 
unobtrusive used for trust
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Methods
This scoping review follows the guidance and framework 
of Peters et al. [21], which is underpinned by the widely 
used framework of Levac and colleagues [22]. Levac and 
colleagues provided enhancements to the methodologi-
cal framework of Arksey and O’Malley [23]. A published 
protocol is available for this scoping review [24].

Search strategy
As initially discussed by Arksey and O’Malley [23], it was 
important for us to clearly define the terminology we 
used when conducting the literature search as it ensured 
the syntax used appropriately captured the literature that 
best reflected our research question and objectives. Iden-
tifying our search strategy was an iterative process that, 
as proposed by Levac et  al. [22], was a team approach. 
In alignment with the guidelines from Peters et al. [21], 
a three-step process was used to identify the search 
strategy.

First, we conducted a preliminary search in CINAHL 
and Medline searching article titles, abstracts, keywords, 
and subject headings to guide the development of our 
search strategy. Secondly, we included the identified 
keywords and subject headings from the search strategy 
across all databases being used. Finally, we looked at the 
reference lists from articles selected for the review. A fac-
ulty librarian also provided suggestions and verifications 
regarding the appropriate syntax and the adaptation of 
search strategies across databases.

Our final search strategy involved a combination of the 
three overarching concepts, including concept 1: com-
munity-based participatory health research, concept 2: 
trust, and concept 3: social networks. Literature needed 
to include either CBPR (concept one) and trust (concept 
two) in the title or abstract OR social networks (concept 
three) and trust (concept two) in the title or abstract:

[((“action research OR community-based participa-
tory research OR public and patient involvement) 
OR (participatory health research” AND “trust or 
trusting or trustworthiness or trustworthy”)), OR 
((“social network or social networks”) AND (“trust or 
trusting or trustworthiness or trustworthy”))]

This strategy was used across all databases, with slight 
refinements to match each of the database requirements. 
The above search string was used in CINAHL.

Recognizing that comprehensiveness is a key strength 
of a scoping review, we wanted to ensure data sources 
were heterogeneous, while not compromising feasibil-
ity. With that in mind, we explored several electronic 
databases including Scopus, Medline, PubMed, Web of 
Science, CINAHL, Cochrane Library, Google Scholar, 

and PsychINFO. We also included grey literature such 
as theses/dissertations and reports. We did not require 
a separate database to capture additional grey literature, 
as we felt it was adequately captured in Google Scholar 
and CINAHL. A complete search strategy from one of 
the major databases used (CINAHL) is outlined in Addi-
tional File 1.

Source of evidence screening and selection
The resulting literature from each of the aforementioned 
databases was uploaded to the systematic review soft-
ware “DistillerSR” (https:// www. evide ncepa rtners. com/ 
produ cts/ disti llersr- syste matic- review- softw are/). Once 
duplicates were removed, two independent reviewers 
screened the articles by title and abstract and then at full-
text based on the pre-determined eligibility criteria, out-
lined in Table 2.

Noticing the vast amounts of articles to be screened 
at full-text, more of which involved trust and social net-
works, we decided that the literature addressing trust in 
social networks must have included two out of three of 
our research question components: how trust concep-
tualised, operationalised, and measured in social net-
works to be eligible for inclusion. However, for literature 
addressing PHR and trust, only one of these components 
needed to be addressed for inclusion. This was consid-
ered important to balance the representation of literature 
from both SN and CBPR in our review.

As anticipated, as the review process progressed, along 
with our sense of the literature that existed in these areas 
(trust in CBPR and/or trust in social networks), further 
changes to the existing eligibility criteria occurred to 
refine our scope. First, we were interested in exploring 
trust in social networks as it occurs naturally in relation-
ships. Therefore, studies that included artificial settings, 
such as experiments that explored “game theory” as a 
method of exploring trust, were excluded. Second, given 
the abundance of literature deemed eligible for trust and 
social networks based on our eligibility criteria, we added 
additional criteria to further refine our selection for lit-
erature about these concepts. Specifically, we discovered 
that the more suitable literature involved studies that 
explored trust as a dependent variable as we wanted to 
see the effect that other variables had on trust and thus 
how the strength or level of trust was altered when the 
independent variable was manipulated. Thus, if trust was 
the independent variable in the literature being reviewed, 
it was deemed ineligible and excluded. Finally, after the 
full-text review was completed, we still found we had 
an over-abundance of items that matched our inclusion 
criteria. This created the opportunity to be more selec-
tive and only retain items that more closely addressed 
our research question. Thus, we created an additional 

https://www.evidencepartners.com/products/distillersr-systematic-review-software/
https://www.evidencepartners.com/products/distillersr-systematic-review-software/
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full-text review stage that only included literature that 
addressed all three of the components from our research 
question (how trust was conceptualised, operationalised, 
and measured) for trust in social networks and two of the 
three components for trust in PHR.

The pair of reviewers met at multiple stages through-
out the reviewing process to discuss any discrepancies and 
changes in eligibility criteria that emerged. Any existing dis-
crepancies regarding which articles to include or exclude 
and/or why were deemed a “conflict” and subsequently sent 
to a third independent reviewer who made the final deci-
sion. See Fig.  2 below for the PRISMA [25] flow diagram 
which includes the finalised numbers of what was included 
and excluded at each stage of the review process.

Data extraction
To ensure that the most suitable information was 
extracted, a tabular chart organised in Excel, following 

guidelines from Peters et  al. [21], was incorporated and 
adapted to include an additional column pertaining to 
associated questions guiding the charting elements, as 
illustrated in the protocol by Nittas et  al. [26]. Further-
more, additional rows were added that discussed in 
which context the article was addressing trust, as well 
as how trust was conceptualised, operationalised, and 
measured in these contexts. This additional information 
was important to note for the subsequent stage of the 
review process; collating, summarizing, and reporting 
the results (identifying themes). One reviewer completed 
the data charting process, which was an iterative process 
as new data was presented in the examination stages, 
leading to continual charting updates.

Analysis and presentation of results
As suggested by Peters et  al. [21], a narrative summary 
was included to complement the tabular results and 

Fig. 2 PRISMA 2009 flow diagram. From: Moher D, Liberati A, Tetzlaff J, Altman DG, The PRISMA Group (2009). Preferred Reporting Items for 
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses: The PRISMA Statement. PLoS Med 6(7): e1000097. https:// doi. org/ 10. 1371/ journ al. pmed1 000097. For more 
information, visit www. prisma- state ment. org

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed1000097
http://www.prisma-statement.org
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discuss how the findings relate to the research ques-
tion and objectives. In addition to this descriptive nar-
rative summary, we also conducted a thematic analysis 
of the literature using qualitative description [27]. The 
thematic analysis followed the guidance of Braun and 
Clarke [28, 29]. We understood the importance of not 
pre-empting the findings of the scoping review there-
fore employed strategies from Braun and Clarke [28, 29] 
such as “A 15-point checklist of criteria for good thematic 
analysis” [28, 29] to ensure rigour in collating and sum-
marizing the results. NVIVO software was used to ana-
lyse extracted data into themes and subthemes which 
are further explored in the results section of this review. 
Findings were organised into thematic categories includ-
ing methodological design and key findings, but also by 
categories that specifically highlighted the theoretical 
and operational linkages such as context, conceptual and 
operational features, and measurements used.

Consultation with knowledge users
As initially suggested by Levac et  al. [22], and later 
underscored by Peters et  al. [21], we recognised that 
consultation with knowledge users adds to the meth-
odological rigour of a study and should be included as a 
non-optional stage in developing a scoping review. This 
review is part of a larger participatory health research 
project involving 11 collaborating stakeholders that are 
representatives from community and patient organisa-
tions, as well as academic and health services entities 
that comprise the public and patient involvement capac-
ity building team at the University of Limerick (known 
as “PPI-Ignite@UL”). There was consultation with them 
regarding whether or not to conduct the review and if the 
topic seemed novel and applicable within the scope of the 
larger study. Indeed, results from this scoping review will 
be returned to these stakeholders, where feedback will be 
provided, which will then feed into a larger study based 
on results from this scoping review.

Results
Search results
The search strategy used generated a total of 10 001 ref-
erences. Once these were screened for duplicates, a total 
of 6  018 references were eligible to be screened by title 
and abstract. When screening by title and abstract, 5 681 
references were removed as they did not meet our eligi-
bility criteria described in Table  2. This left 337 articles 
to be screened at full text. A total of 269 articles were 
excluded after being reviewed at full text. The predomi-
nant reason for exclusion was that trust was not being 
discussed in social networks or not explored within the 
CBPR partnerships (i.e. two concepts explored in paral-
lel and not together) (n = 127, 47%). The second highest 

reason for exclusion was that the article did not con-
ceptualise, operationalise or measure trust in social net-
works or CBPR (n = 77, 29%). The remaining reasons 
for exclusion can be found in Fig. 2 PRISMA 2009 Flow 
Diagram and the PRISMA-ScR  checklist can be found 
in Additional File 2. As we still had 68 articles remain-
ing, we further refined our screening criteria to achieve a 
smaller sample for more in-depth analysis and added an 
additional full-text review stage. Specifically, as explained 
earlier in the Methods section, given the overabundance 
of retained items with a social network and trust focus 
at this stage, we had the opportunity to further refine 
our inclusion criteria. Thus, for social network and trust 
articles, if trust was not conceptualised, operationalised, 
and measured it was excluded (n = 30, 71%). Meanwhile, 
for CBPR-related articles, as there was not an overabun-
dance, if two of three (conceptualisation, operationalisa-
tion, or measurement) of trust was not present, it was 
excluded (n = 12, 29%). After this final review stage was 
completed, 26 items remained and were included for data 
extraction and qualitative synthesis.

Inclusion of sources of evidence
Objective #1: Identify the literature on trust in CBPR 
and social networks

From the included literature (n = 26) [30–54], 20 refer-
ences [30–42, 44–46, 50–53] were peer-reviewed journal 
articles, four references [47–49, 55] were dissertations, 
one reference [43] was a systematic review, and one ref-
erence [54] was a book chapter. The included references 
were published between 2005 and 2019 [30–54]. The 
majority of references explored trust in social networks 
(n = 17) [30–35, 38–42, 49–54], while seven references 
explored trust in CBPR [43–48, 55], and two explored 
both trust in social networks and CBPR [36, 37]. Further 
individual study details and characteristics can be found 
in Additional File 3.

Review of findings
Objectives #2 and #3—How is trust conceptualised, 
operationalised, and measured in CBPR and social net-
works? Identify where these dimensions of trust may 
intersect across both CBPR and social networks.

Findings from the thematic analysis exploring how 
trust is conceptualised, operationalised, and measured 
for each extracted reference can be found in Additional 
File 3. For each reference, there are columns illustrating 
apriori themes—how trust was conceptualised, opera-
tionalised, measured. The outcomes pertaining to trust 
was an emergent theme. Figure  3 shows the identified 
parent themes and sub-themes. For example, for the con-
ceptualisation of trust, four parent themes were revealed: 
C1 “context-specific”, C2 “relational”, C3 “complex 



Page 8 of 29Gilfoyle et al. Systematic Reviews           (2022) 11:40 

concept”, and C4 “features of social network analysis.” 
Subsequently, sub-themes attached to each parent-theme 
were identified. This format of parent-themes and sub-
themes is similar for operationalisation, measurement, 
and outcomes pertaining to trust.

Trust: Conceptualised
When observing the themes and sub-themes presented 
in Fig. 3, we begin to see the complexities of trust, by not-
ing the many features involved when defining trust as a 
concept (for detailed descriptions of all themes and sub-
themes for conceptualisation, please refer to Table 3).

Context‑specific
This parent theme explores definitions of trust as a vari-
able concept that is affected by the individuals in a given 
partnership and network. Indeed, individuals are unique 
in their disposition to trust, which is influenced by their 
personality and their experiences of trust, but also by the 
context surrounding those individuals such as the struc-
tural aspects including institutional barriers, norms, and 
values that surround trust:

First, initial trust depends on personality; people 
simply differ in their general disposition to trust/dis-

trust [32].

trust must be understood from the perspective of all 
parties and within its context [44]

This notion that trust depends on context was widely 
discussed across the extracted literature (n = 18) [30, 32–
35, 40, 41, 43–47, 49, 51–55], from both CBPR and social 
network focused studies.

Relational
All studies defined trust as a “relational” concept, involv-
ing a dyadic relationship where trust is being given by 
a trustor and received by a trustee. All but one of the 
extracted references [33] defined trust by mentioning at 
least one of the eight “relational” subthemes (see Table 3). 
This one study by Burt et  al. [33] that did not mention 
one of the eight sub-themes did however discuss trust as 
a function of relationships, but strictly through a social 
network analysis lens, without further defining trust in 
regards to its relational features. Of the eight sub-themes 
discussed, integrity, reliability, and ability appeared to 
be closely related and thus were at times conceptually 
ambiguous across the literature. Therefore, we draw spe-
cific attention to their nuances as distinct concepts.

Fig. 3 Themes and sub-themes (a priori; emergent)
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For instance, C2.3 “integrity” speaks to the actions of 
an individual from a moral or ethical perspective, such as 
whether or not the individual will act in the best interest 
of another individual:

Seen as a relational phenomenon, trust describes 
taking another person’s ‘perspective into account 
when decision-making and not act[ing] in ways 
that violate the moral standard of the relationship’ 
(Weber and Carter 1998, 3) [34].

Meanwhile C2.4 “reliability”, embodies some such 
aspects, but speaks more to the confidence the trustor 
has that the trustee will follow through on a commitment 
or perform a given task:

Trust (the extent to which an organization was 
judged by other HIPMC members as being reliable 
in following through on commitments...) [37]

Lastly, although C2.5 “ability” can also influence 
whether or not an individual performs a given task or is 
reliable, it speaks more to the perceived skillset and thus 
competence that the trustor feels the trustee has:

Ability of the trustee, which refers to the skills and 
competencies of the trustee in a specific domain [39]

Finally, there were two differences identified when 
exploring the presence of certain sub-themes for con-
ceptualisation across CBPR and social network studies. 
Indeed, the sub-theme C2.6 “strength and quality of rela-
tionship” was only identified in social network studies 
[30, 41, 52, 54], while C2.8 “power sharing and co-own-
ership” was only recognized in CBPR studies [43, 45, 47].

Complex concept
As demonstrated by the three relational sub-themes 
discussed above (integrity, reliability, and ability), trust 
embodies distinct concepts within itself that could be 
conceptualised differently across the literature and thus, 
further explored and unpacked. Indeed, our third parent 
theme speaks to just this: trust as a complex concept. Spe-
cifically, trust was defined as a multiplicity of types that var-
ied depending on strength and level, and/or who the trust 
was directed at, such as a general or particular population:

generalized trust describes basic trust toward 
unspecified others in a society [51].

The trust typology was created as an alternative 
measure for understanding the process of trust 
development in CBPR partnerships [55]. This typol-
ogy represents a developmental model, though not 
necessarily anchored at opposite poles [45].

Trust can also be defined as multidimensional in that 
it differs across disciplines, social interactions and is not 
solely a psychological phenomenon. Of the extracted lit-
erature, many of the studies (n = 19) [30–33, 35, 36, 38, 
39, 41, 44, 45, 47, 49–55] defined trust as a complex, mul-
tidimensional concept:

Trust is an incredibly complex concept with many 
definitions and uses across several disciplines [31]

Trust can be understood as a multidimensional [52]

Both sub-themes C3.1 “multiplicity of trust” and C3.2 
“multidimensions of trust” were identified in the refer-
ences extracted with a social network focus [30–33, 35, 
36, 38, 39, 41, 49–54], as well as those with a CBPR focus 
[36, 44, 45, 47, 55].

Features of social network analysis
A final theme that was less common, but emerged across 
three social network studies, was conceptualising trust in 
regards to specific features of social network analysis [35, 
41, 53]. Specifically, the social network analysis features 
used to define trust speak to the direction of receiving and 
giving trust, as either bi-directional (reciprocal) or unidi-
rectional (asymmetric). Gursakal et al. [41] defined trust 
as reciprocal, but then discussed how trust relationships 
often contain some asymmetry, depending on context:

In this study, we address trust at an individual (per-
sonal) level that refers, “to the extent to which indi-
viduals trust each other within the workplace (recip-
rocal trust) [41].

In a dyadic trust relationship, most of the time, the 
trust relationship contains an asymmetry. Because 
of this asymmetry between the partners, one actor 
may take risks in trust relationships. This risk is a 
prerequisite of trust and it only exists in the context 
of decision and action [41].

Not surprisingly, only social network focused studies 
conceptualised trust in terms of their features of social 
network analysis. Specifically, three studies [35, 41, 53] 
identified the sub-theme C4.1 “reciprocal trust”, while 
one study [41] discussed C4.2 “asymmetry” in their con-
ceptualisation of trust.

Trust: Operationalised
The questions and indicators used to operationalise 
trust were coded into the same four emergent parent 
themes identified for the conceptualisation of trust (see 
Fig.  3). The sub-themes for operationalisation describe 
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the questions and indicators of trust (for a complete list 
of themes, sub-themes, and descriptions, please refer to 
Table 4).

Context specific
There are two sub-themes (O1.1 “within individuals” 
and O1.2 “surrounding individuals”) attached to the par-
ent theme O1 “context-specific”. “Within individuals” 
describes the questions and indicators that explore how 
individuals within a context can impact trust, such as an 
individual’s unique disposition to trust:

a. Talk to me about how you view trust within the 
POPS-CAB. I’m interested in hearing your views on 
benefits/opportunities as well as the challenges/bar-
riers related to trust [46].

Meanwhile, “surrounding individuals”, looks at ques-
tions and indicators that explore trust based on those 
surrounding the individual in a specific environment or 
network:

The trust network was measured by asking partici-
pants with respect to their particular team “Who do 
you trust? [50]

Both sub-themes were identified in social network [30, 
34–36, 39, 42, 49–53] and CBPR [36, 43–48, 55] focused 
literature.

Relational
All of the eight sub-themes for the parent theme O2 
“relational” mirrored that of how trust was conceptual-
ised. For example, it is possible to identify the nuances 
between some relational sub-themes that were discussed 
earlier as conceptually ambiguous, such as: O2.3 “integ-
rity”, O2.4 “reliability”, and O2.5 “ability”, by looking at the 
specific questions and indicators used to operationalise 
trust for each of these sub-themes. For example, O2.3 
“integrity” was represented by questions and indicators 
that explore the extent to which a trustor thinks the trus-
tor will act in their best interest:

Please indicate those who you think will act in your 
best interests [39]

While O2.4 “reliability”, speaks to the confidence 
that the trustor has in the trustee following through on 
commitments:

Most of my workmates can be relied upon to do as 
they say they will do [53]

And O2.5 “ability” captures questions and indicators 
that explore the trustee’s skillset from the perspective of 
the trustor:

I feel confident about my co-workers’ skills [41]

Two differences were observed when looking at 
the presence of sub-themes across social network 
and CBPR focused literature. Specifically, only social 
network-focused studies appeared to operationalise 
trust as O2.2 “vulnerability” [32, 34, 41]. However, a 
CBPR focused study by West K [47], did operation-
alise vulnerability in regards to trustworthiness, but 
not as trust specifically. Furthermore, similar to con-
ceptualisation, two CBPR focused references [43, 
44] operationalised trust as O2.8 “power sharing and 
co-ownership”.

Complex concept
For this parent-theme O3 “complex concept”, we noticed 
that one of the sub-themes discussed in conceptualisa-
tion, “multidimensions of trust”, was not captured in how 
trust was operationalised throughout the extracted litera-
ture. Specifically, there was only the one sub-theme, O3.1 
“multiplicities of trust” identified. The “multiplicities of 
trust” represent questions and indicators that address 
specific types of trust:

Survey participants were asked to select the trust 
type they experienced at the beginning of their part-
nership and the type they currently experience [55].

Multiplicities of trust was identified in both social net-
work [41, 51] and CBPR [45, 55] studies.

Features of social network analysis
This parent theme is where we see most of the variation 
in sub-themes compared to how trust was conceptual-
ised. Moreover, the only consistent sub-theme across 
how trust was conceptualised and operationalised is O4.1 
“reciprocal trust”:

SNA questionnaire for personal trust at intra organ-
isational level measures personal trust levels of the 
co-workers to each other (reciprocal trust) [41].

Meanwhile, four new sub-themes were presented for 
how trust was operationalised: O4.2 “homophily”, O4.3 
“structural equivalence”, O4.4 “network closure”, and 
O4.5 “transferability”.

This presence of more features of social network analy-
sis used to operationalise trust compared to conceptual-
ise trust is less surprising given the less abstract and more 
practical nature of operationalisation.

Trust: Measurement
How trust was measured across the extracted litera-
ture was organized into two main parent themes, M1 
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“type of measurement” and M2 “level of measurement”. 
Each of the parent themes had four sub-themes: M1.1 
“survey”, M1.2 “scaling”, M1.3 “qualitative”, and M1.4 
“unobtrusive” and M2.1 “nominal”, M2.2 “ordinal”, 
M2.3 “open-ended questions”, and M2.4 “ratio” (for a 
complete list of themes, sub-themes, and descriptions, 
please refer to Table 5).

Type of measurement
The type of measurement used across the literature 
often involved more than one type. This is not sur-
prising given the mixed-method nature of many of the 
studies [30, 31, 34, 36, 40, 44–49, 51, 52, 55]. All but 
two of the studies involved the administration of a sur-
vey [44, 48] and all but one of the studies incorporated 

scaling questions [43, 48]. MacIntyre et al. [48] did not 
incorporate scaling questions, but conducted struc-
tured interviews and observation. Finally, only one 
study by Ardoin et al. [33] incorporated all four types of 
measurement in their study design.

Level of measurement
The level of measurement was somewhat consistent 
across studies. For instance, all but five studies [39, 43, 45, 
48, 50, 52] incorporated an ordinal level of measurement 
in their study to measure trust. Six studies [39, 43, 45, 50, 
52, 55] included a nominal level of measurement, and 
only one study by McCullough et al. [37] incorporated a 
ratio level of measurement, but also included an ordinal 
level of measurement in the study. Finally, four studies 
[43, 44, 48, 49] incorporated open-ended questions.

Table 5 Findings for measurement of trust

Legend ST sub-theme, M(#) measurement of trust

Measurement: how is trust measured?

Themes and sub-themes Description References

Theme M1 Type of measure What type of measures was (survey, scaling, qualitative, unobtrusive) used for trust?

ST M1.1 Survey The type of measurement used to measure trust was 
a survey.

“we drew upon previously validated survey instruments 
used to measure peer-to-peer trust in classroom set-
tings” [34]
“The web-based survey provided the types of trust with 
their definitions” [45]

ST M1.2 Scaling A scale was used to measure trust. “The respondents were also asked to rate the level of 
trust they have that they will be provided with the input 
they need from each identified other actor (on a similar 
Likert scale from no trust to full trust)” [31]

ST M1.3 Qualitative The type of measurement technique used to measure 
trust was qualitative.

“The question of trust often led to open-ended 
responses which were recorded and probed on.” [36]
“In-depth interviews were conducted between October 
2015 and September 2016, by phone (n = 28) and in-
person (n = 3).” [47]

ST M1.4 Unobtrusive The type of measurement technique used was unob-
trusive and thus does not require the researcher to 
intrude in the research context.

“Observations in the US and especially in Malawi helped 
me understand the context and day to day challenges 
in Malawi (see Table 4.4 for a description of observations 
in Malawi).” [48]

Theme M2 Level of measure What level of measurement was used (nominal, ordinal, interval, ratio) to measure trust?

ST M2.1 Nominal Items are named, but are in no specific order. The 
numbers assigned to it are thus arbitrary.

“TRUST: 0 = Did not select respondent 1 = Selected 
respondent”
“Asked participants to select the most appropriate type 
of trust at the beginning of their partnership and the 
current stage of their partnership and to choose the 
type of trust expected in the future.” [45]

ST M2.2 Ordinal Items can be ordered, such as level of agreement, of 
low to high degrees of trust.

“Scale from 1–4 one being ‘poor relationship/little trust’ 
and four being “excellent relationship/high trust” [35]
“The scale consisted of self-report items scaled in a 
five-point Likert scale (1 = completely disagree to 5 = 
completely agree).” [41]

ST M2.3 Open‑ended question There was no forced choice for these questions. “65. What could be done to improve the trust among 
movement members?” [49]

ST M2.4 Ratio Items are named, but are in no specific order. The 
numbers assigned to it are thus arbitrary.

“Percentage, A 100 % occurs when all members trust 
others at the highest level” [37]
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When comparing type and level of measurement across 
social network and CBPR focused literature, no apparent 
patterns were observed.

Trust: Outcomes
Studies were also coded by their outcomes, exploring 
study findings that were identified to be associated with 
trust in some manner. By coding the outcomes, we could 
more easily identify patterns across and within studies. 
Mirroring that of conceptualisation and operationalisa-
tion, there were four parent themes identified for the out-
comes: R1 “context specific”, R2 “relational”, R3 “complex 
concept”, and R4 “features of social network analysis”.

Comparatively with conceptualisation and operation-
alisation, the same sub-themes were identified for R1 
“context-specific”, and similar to operationalisation, there 
was one sub-theme identified for R3 “complex concept”. 
Interestingly, however, R2 “relational” and R4 “features 
of social network analysis” saw new sub-themes emerge 
in the outcomes. For example, for R2 “relational”, there 
were three additional sub-themes identified, while for R4 
“features of social network analysis”, 11 new sub-themes 
emerged as outcomes associated with trust (see Fig. 3 for 
a complete list of sub-themes and Table 6 for a list of par-
ent and sub-theme descriptions).

Similar to conceptualisation and operationalisation, 
R2 “relational” features of trust continued to be the most 
common parent theme for outcomes related to trust 
across studies. Comparatively, the second most prevalent 
parent theme was, R4 “features of social network analy-
sis”, indicating the reporting of more features of social 
network analysis connected with trust in some way (e.g., 
associated or indicating trust).

When looking at the differences in sub-themes across 
social network and CBPR literature, similar to opera-
tionalisation, we see the majority of features of social 
network analysis sub-themes emerging in social network 
focused literature. However, we did identify one study by 
Dave et al. [44] which was CBPR focused, that discussed 
outcomes pertaining to reciprocal trust. Furthermore, 
a study by McCullough et al. [37] that had both a social 
network and CBPR focus, discussed centralisation as an 
outcome from a trust network.

Discussion
In summary, when exploring all three concepts together 
(trust, CBPR and social networks), we identified 26 ref-
erences that met our inclusion criteria, with an over-
whelming majority exploring trust in social networks. 
Following, an iterative and in-depth analysis of this lit-
erature occurred, which provided clarification for how 
trust was conceptualised, operationalised, and measured. 
Furthermore, our thematic analysis revealed an emergent 

category that highlighted another important dimension 
of trust—outcomes pertaining to trust. Interestingly, the 
same four parent themes; context-specific, relational, 
complex concept, and features of social network analysis, 
emerged for how trust was conceptualised, operational-
ised and outcomes pertaining to trust. This was not con-
sistent for measurement of trust, due to the nature of the 
category, in that it involved the level and type of meas-
urements used in the literature. Furthermore, no key pat-
terns were shown for how trust was measured based on 
social network or CBPR focused literature. Indeed, sub-
themes that emerged were also similar across conceptu-
alisation, operationalisation and outcomes pertaining to 
trust. The primary differences in how the literature con-
ceptualised and operationalised trust, and the outcomes 
pertaining to trust can be recognised at a sub-theme 
level. In general, it seemed that more features of social 
network analysis emerged when the literature opera-
tionalised trust, and even more so when they discussed 
outcomes of trust. Finally, when exploring the dimen-
sions of trust across CBPR and social network literature, 
we saw an intersection in many of the themes and sub-
themes that emerged, while noting only a few differences. 
For example, for conceptualisation, the sub-theme C2.6 
“strength and quality of relationship” was only present in 
social network-focused literature [30, 41, 52, 54], while 
C2.8 “power sharing and co-ownership” was only present 
in CBPR focused literature [43, 45, 47]. As for operation-
alisation, the sub-theme O2.8 “vulnerability” was only 
discussed in social network-focused literature [32, 34, 
41], while again, O2.8 “power sharing and co-ownership” 
was only mentioned in CBPR literature [43, 44].

As the first scoping review exploring all three con-
cepts (trust, CBPR, and social networks) together, this 
research adds to the existing literature in a few key ways. 
First, the analysis from this scoping review illuminates 
the complexities of trust. Second, the analysis highlights 
the variation within studies in how they conceptualise 
and operationalise trust, as well as the outcomes of trust. 
Finally, this research provides important insight into the 
multidimensionality of which trust operates as a context, 
mechanism, and outcome.

Recognizing these connections with existing literature, 
the findings from our scoping review identify important 
implications for future research. First, by illuminating the 
complexities of trust, future research in the field of CBPR 
may be better positioned to strengthen the conceptual 
rigour and consistency of trust in their own CBPR stud-
ies. For example, within most individual studies, trust 
was operationalised differently than it was conceptual-
ised, even when only looking at parent themes. Specifi-
cally, only four studies were coded with the same parent 
themes for how they conceptualised and operationalised 
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 c
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l m
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trust [37, 41, 43, 55]. For example, a study by Neu, W [32] 
conceptualised trust comprehensively incorporating con-
text, relational and complex concept into their concep-
tualisation of trust, while only tapping into the relational 
features when operationalising trust. Comparatively, Fer-
rin et  al. [42] conceptualised trust only in terms of its 
relational features, but operationalised trust more com-
prehensively, including context-specific, relational, and 
features of social network analysis for the questions and 
indicators used.

Second, it would be valuable for future research to 
consider the issue of multidimensionality within part-
nerships and specifically appraise trust to see if it is oper-
ating as a context, mechanism and outcome, and is thus 
compatible with the realist perspective posited by Jagosh 
et al. [8] and further developed in Jagosh et al. [9] Indeed, 
our paper expands on this seminal work that understood 
trust to be a foundational element of partnership synergy 
but never further explored what the specific dimensions 
of trust were. Thus, our now enhanced understanding 
of trust as a context, mechanism, and outcome, affords 
researchers the opportunity to incorporate this knowl-
edge to better understand why theories such as partner-
ship synergy could lead to better partnership outcomes.

Finally, this review provides scope for prospective, 
longitudinal research to investigate and support trust in 
partnerships by paying specific attention to the multidi-
mensionality of trust and thus identifying ways to improve 
trust as appropriate. For example, our enhanced under-
standing of trust reinforces the notion that trust, CBPR, 
and social networks constitute a conceptual triad, which 
is a valuable way to explore how partnerships can lead to 
better research outcomes. For example, in the CBPR con-
ceptual model [2, 5] power dynamics are an important 
part of both the context and partnership process and are 
linked to trust in partnerships [57]. Using our enhanced 
understanding of trust, it may be possible to identify 
where power dynamics exist by identifying where asym-
metrical trust relationships (a social network feature) are 
within the network. This shows the usefulness of explor-
ing CBPR through a social-relational lens: network tech-
niques can be employed to operationalise and measure 
the process and mechanisms that lead to success in CBPR.

Limitations
Although findings from this scoping review present an 
important perspective for which to approach future 
research, some limitations should be considered. As illus-
trated in the findings, trust is a complex concept that 
contains specific features and attributes that themselves 
are complex and could be further explored. With this 
in mind, we brought our perspective and understand-
ing when interpreting themes throughout the literature, 

which may vary from how others interpret findings from 
the extracted literature included in this review. However, 
we tried to ensure rigour in this review by continuously 
engaging in discussions amongst each other to consider 
interpretations of the data from multiple perspectives. 
We also made use of a reflexive research journal, as sug-
gested by Braun and Clarke [28], which incorporated 
thoughts and decisions made throughout the review, 
while exploring how our assumptions may have impacted 
reported themes. Another limitation is a lack of pub-
lic and patient involvement, which is an optional addi-
tional stage according to Arksey and O’Malley [23], in the 
interpretation of our review results that may have added 
some additional insight to our findings. However, as this 
scoping review is the first stage in a larger collaborative 
research process, further consultation will take place 
with these and other stakeholders at subsequent stages 
of the project. Finally, some dynamics of trust may have 
been missed as the refined inclusion criteria incorpo-
rated only participatory health partnerships, as opposed 
to other kinds of community partnerships.

Conclusion
In conclusion, findings from this scoping review provide 
a comprehensive overview of how trust was conceptual-
ised, operationalised, and measured and the outcomes 
of trust throughout social network and CBPR literature. 
Although there are important considerations to address 
when conducting research in this area, such as the com-
plexity of trust as a concept, findings provide support for 
future research to incorporate trust as a lens to explore 
the social-relational aspects of partnerships.
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