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Subordinates’ trust is critical for a supervisor’s exercise of leadership to effectively
influence subordinates’ work outcomes. However, the optimal approach for facilitating
trust is still under debate, between instrumentality-based and motivation-based
perspectives. On the basis of self-determination theory (SDT), the current study explored
the direct effects of paternalistic leadership on trust in supervisors (TS) and the mediating
role of the satisfaction of subordinates’ basic psychological needs. In a survey of 1,076
teachers in China, we found that paternalistic leadership affected trust directly, and
that subordinates’ need for competence, autonomy, and relatedness also mediated
the leadership–trust relationship to different degrees. The theoretical and practical
implications of these findings are discussed.

Keywords: paternalistic leadership, trust in supervisor, motivation, basic psychological needs, self-determination
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INTRODUCTION

Trust has been increasingly viewed as a central factor determining the effectiveness and efficiency
of leadership and organizational management over the last several decades (van der Werff et al.,
2019; Legood et al., 2021). Trusting relationships can positively predict desired employee outcomes,
including employees’ job satisfaction, effort, performance, and citizenship behavior, and mitigate
negative outcomes including employees’ intention to quit (Fulmer and Gelfand, 2012). Therefore,
determining how supervisors can promote subordinates’ sense of trust is considered increasingly
critical in organizations (van der Werff et al., 2019). Studies have reported findings regarding the
antecedents and consequences of trust, among which a variety of leadership styles have been found
to be effective for enhancing subordinates’ trust in supervisors (TS) (Fulmer and Gelfand, 2012;
Chen et al., 2014; Legood et al., 2021).

Despite the attention trust has received in recent organizational research, current
understandings of trust are still under debate. Trust is viewed as a person’s willingness to be
vulnerable to the actions of another party based on the expectations of the other party (Mayer et al.,
1995). Such conception of trust recognizes that trust encompasses two important components:
willingness to be vulnerable, and positive expectations. Scholars have suggested two approaches
for analyzing trust (Kramer, 1999). One approach focuses on vulnerability, and views trust as a
psychological state involving affective and motivational components. Drawing from an economic
perspective, the other approach attaches more importance to the role of expectations and considers
trust as a choice behavior based on rationality and efficiency. Furthermore, research studies
that combine both approaches have suggested that trust may develop over time from being
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calculus-based to having relational aspects (Rousseau et al., 1998).
In the current study, we define trust as positive expectations and
confident decisions that one’s well-being will not be harmed by
another party based on an ongoing psychological process.

Based on different understandings of the nature of trust,
various theories have been used to analyze the antecedents
of trust, among which social exchange theory has been the
dominant paradigm in trust research to date (Nienaber et al.,
2014). Social exchange theorists emphasize the significance of
reciprocity norms, through which a person is motivated to
help another party if that other party treats them with genuine
care and assistance (Blau, 1964). Although social exchange
theory transcends traditional conceptual stress on economic
resources by economists and considers social resources as core
components, the motivational mechanisms underlying social
exchange theory are still based on human rationality. Hence,
social exchange theory reflects an instrumental orientation
toward human motivation, which suggests that reinforcement
processes are critical, and the search for motivation is shifted to
an exploration of contextual contingencies that best strengthen
such reinforcement during resource exchange processes (Deci
and Ryan, 2014; Ryan, 2019). Previous social-exchange-theory-
based studies on trust have proposed direct relationships between
various contextual factors and trust, while few studies have
attempted to further investigate the mediating processes behind
decisions about trust (e.g., Wu, 2012; Chen et al., 2014). However,
empirical studies in recent years have shown that traditional
instrumentality-based trust models have difficulties explaining
people’s trust decisions that seem to be irrational (e.g., Baer et al.,
2018). Hence, researchers have identified a need for more detailed
insight regarding the psychological mechanisms of human trust
(van der Werff et al., 2019).

van der Werff et al. (2019) offered a theoretical framework
of trust motivation, indicated that human motivation—a central
psychological process in understanding the initiation and
duration of human behaviors—plays a vital role in trust decisions,
and constructed a model of trust motivational processes
based on self-determination theory (SDT) to elucidate dynamic
intraindividual psychological mechanisms during trusting. SDT
assumes that human affect and behaviors are motivated by
innate developmental tendencies for growth (Ryan et al., 2019).
In motivational processes, people’s psychological needs for
competence, autonomy, and relatedness are vital in affecting
their psychological wellness and interpersonal relationships with
others (Deci and Ryan, 2014). When these needs are satisfied,
people feel a strong sense of wellness and a higher propensity
toward flourishing, whereas they behave self-protectively when
these needs are thwarted (Ryan et al., 2019). In this respect, SDT
and the concept of psychological needs offer a useful framework
for analyzing how trust (particularly its affective dimension)
is facilitated during interactional processes between supervisors
and subordinates.

In the current study, as shown in Figure 1, we aimed to
advance current understandings of trust by incorporating
the satisfaction of basic psychological needs as a mediating
motivational mechanism in supervisor-subordinate trust
relationships, to answer questions about the mechanisms

underlying the facilitation of trust. Specifically, we tested how
paternalistic leadership, a traditional leadership style that is often
employed in East Asian countries, can promote subordinates’
TS directly, and we explored the role that subordinates’ needs
for autonomy, competence, and relatedness play in the process.
Paternalistic leadership is a particular style of supervisor behavior
that shapes the organizational context that affects subordinates’
psychological state and further influences their decisions
regarding TS (Pellegrini and Scandura, 2008).

Our study makes two contributions to the trust literature. First
and foremost, we extend current research on trust relationships
by employing a comprehensive perspective of trust, recognizing
the direct effects of leadership on trust while proposing that
motivational factors play a key role in the effects of contextual
factors (e.g., supervisors’ leadership). Hence, we move beyond
the prevailing focus on the direct relationship between trust
and its antecedents, and provide a theoretical model including
leadership, satisfaction of needs, and trust, which can inform
future research and practical leadership behaviors. Second, we
specify the concrete dimensions of paternalistic leadership and
basic psychological need, depicting a more detailed picture of the
relationship among these variables and helping to understand
how TS can be facilitated through the specific mechanism
that we observe.

Paternalistic Leadership and Trust in
Supervisors
Trust can be influenced by supervisors’ leadership style.
Transformational, transactional, authentic, ethical, servant, and
empowering leadership have all been found to affect subordinates’
TS to different degrees (Legood et al., 2021). In Eastern Asian
countries where collectivistic and Confucian culture is typically
valued, paternalistic leadership may play a relatively important
role in organizations (Chen et al., 2014). Western theorists
often view paternalistic practices in organizations as reflecting
supervisors’ requirement for subordinates’ absolute obedience,
constituting an entirely negative type of leadership (Weber,
1968). However, Farh and Cheng (2000) have argued that
paternalism is not entirely negative, but contains a variety
of dimensions, including authoritarianism, benevolence, and
morality. Authoritarianism refers to supervisors’ assertion of
strong authority and control over subordinates and demands of
absolute obedience. Paternalistic leaders typically use rigorous
monitoring to convey high expectations of their subordinates
and push them to meet performance requirements (Chen et al.,
2014). Conversely, benevolence refers to supervisors’ behaviors
that show individualized and holistic concern for subordinates’
personal and family well-being. Such care reveals leaders’ respect,
support, and willingness to satisfy their subordinates’ diverse
needs (Pellegrini and Scandura, 2008). Finally, morality describes
supervisors’ unselfish behaviors that demonstrate their personal
virtues. To attract subordinates’ respect and identification,
paternalistic leaders must show respect for equity and justice,
acting as role models (Chen et al., 2014).

Different dimensions of paternalistic leadership have been
found to affect subordinates’ TS in various ways (Wu et al., 2012;
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FIGURE 1 | Research model.

Chen et al., 2014). Benevolence and morality are positively related
to TS, as benevolent leaders’ genuine care and concern strengthen
the emotional bond between leaders and followers, and moral
leaders gain followers’ trust through the expression of high moral
standards and integrity (Wu et al., 2012; Chen et al., 2014).
Based on social exchange theory, researchers have proposed
that leaders’ supportive treatment of subordinates may enhance
subordinates’ sense of obligation to their leaders, resulting in a
sense of indebtedness, further facilitating subordinates’ sense of
identification with leaders (Rhoades and Eisenberger, 2002; Chen
et al., 2014). Research also suggests that benevolence and integrity
are critical components of trustworthiness (Mayer et al., 1995).
Hence, benevolence and morality are considered to have a direct
positive effect on subordinates’ TS. Conversely, authoritarianism
negatively impacts subordinates’ trust. Authoritarian leaders’
rigorous monitoring and controlling behaviors typically signal
leaders’ distrust in followers’ willingness and capabilities for
professional development and independent improvement of their
performance (Chen et al., 2014; Mishra and Ghosh, 2020).
These unfavorable exchanges can result in followers’ distrust
in leaders. Consequently, in the current study, we tested the
following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1: The supervisor’s authoritarianism (H1a)
negatively predicts subordinates’ TS, and
the supervisor’s benevolence (H1b) and morality
(H1c) positively predict subordinates’ TS.

Self-Determination Theory and the
Satisfaction of Basic Psychological
Needs
Self-determination theory has been widely used to analyze the
motivational mechanisms underlying the relationship between
various organizational contexts and employers’ performance and
well-being (Ryan et al., 2019). In contrast to the instrumental
perspective, SDT assumes an active human nature by which
every human being has a universal tendency of movement
toward growth, coherence, and wellness (Deci et al., 2017).
Furthermore, although people are proposed to have an inherent
propensity to develop toward greater growth and integrity,
they will not automatically behave in such ways. Contextual
factors are thought to have significant effects on human
motivation. Specifically, SDT suggests that satisfaction of basic
human psychological needs is a critical psychological mediating
mechanism between contextual factors and individual affect and
behavior (Ryan et al., 2019).

Needs describe organismic necessities for health (Ryan
et al., 2019). The concept of human needs finds its root in
Maslow’s (1943) need hierarchy theory, which classifies needs
into five sequential categories: physiological needs, safety needs,
social needs, esteem needs and self-actualization needs. SDT has
further specified three types of psychological needs, including the
needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness, as essential
nutrients for high autonomous motivation (Deci et al., 2017).
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The need for competence (NC) refers to a person’s feeling
of being effective in their interactions with the environment
and the experience of having opportunities to express and
practice their capacities. The need for autonomy (NA) refers
to a person’s feeling of choice and concurrence with their
own actions. The need for relatedness (NR) refers to the
need for a feeling of belonging and connection with others
and a sense of being cared for by others and caring for
those others (Ryan et al., 2019). Need hierarchy theory focuses
on the extent to which people’s diverse needs are satisfied
and suggests that needs at higher levels can be sensitized
only when the lower needs are satisfied. However, SDT also
places a strong emphasis on how contextual factors can
either satisfy or thwart people’s basic psychological needs
and proposes that the three basic needs are universal and
contribute to people’s well-being only when they are all fulfilled
(Mishra and Ghosh, 2020).

The use of SDT to analyze how human motivation functions
in interpersonal relationships are rooted in research on romantic
relationships (van der Werff et al., 2019). Self-determination
theorists have developed relationship motivation theory (RMT),
with the central proposition that people have a fundamental
motive to feel meaningfully connected with others and the
satisfaction of all three basic psychological needs jointly
contributes to flourishing healthy interpersonal relationships
(Deci and Ryan, 2014; Ryan et al., 2019). A trusting relationship
yields a true sense of meaningful connection, through which
feel they are genuinely cared for and acknowledged (McAllister,
1995). By contrast, in relationships that are based on instrumental
utilization of others, people will not experience a sense of
belongingness but are more likely to feel frustrated in the
satisfaction of connection. According to SDT, NR represents
a natural driving force for interpersonal relationships because
relatedness is viewed as not merely important, but essential
to human wellness (Deci and Ryan, 2014). Even people
who actively disconnect from others will nonetheless suffer
psychological illness due to the lack of fulfillment of relatedness.
SDT and RMT differs from other theoretical explanations
of close interpersonal relationship because the satisfaction of
basic needs represents people’s intrinsic nature to join groups
that physically and emotionally connect them with others.
Conversely, some perspectives generate from instrumental views,
such as physical security or resource exchanges, can only
explain people’s extrinsic motivation, which may play a relatively
smaller role in trust because trust is genuine recognition
and acknowledgment and cannot be gained by instrumental
interpersonal relationships. In addition to NR, SDT posits
that NC and NA could also facilitate positive relationship
outcomes (Deci and Ryan, 2014). On the one hand, mutually
positive feedback and a sense of effectiveness are important
for sustaining high-quality trusting relationships. On the other
hand, trust is not a relationship involving manipulation or
power differences, but rather a balanced affective and emotional
connectedness involving mutuality and respect. Thus, a sense
of autonomy and choice is vital in trusting relationships.
Overall, basic psychological needs reflect people’s psychological
processes during interactions with others, and function as critical

motivational mechanisms through which contextual factors
influence decisions regarding trust.

Paternalistic Leadership, Needs
Satisfaction, and Trust in Supervisors
The three dimensions of paternalistic leadership may have
different effects on subordinates’ basic psychological needs
(Pellegrini and Scandura, 2008; Chen et al., 2014). First,
authoritarianism tends to negatively affect subordinates’ three
needs. Although authoritarian leaders have high expectations of
subordinates’ competency and performance, rigorous monitoring
and controlling approaches may lead to feelings of pressure and
threat among subordinates, which could reduce the satisfaction
of their NC and NA. Further, hierarchical relationships may
signal subordinates’ inferior roles, leading to non-fulfillment
of NR (Pellegrini and Scandura, 2008). A study in India
reports that strict and unconstructive monitoring frustrates
employees’ satisfaction of basic needs (Mishra and Ghosh, 2020).
Other empirical studies also indicate that subordinates’ basic
psychological needs will be much less satisfied when leaders
put heavy pressure on them (van den Broeck et al., 2016).
Conversely, if leaders are able to create an organizational
climate which celebrates autonomy, subordinates’ satisfaction
of basic needs will be significantly facilitated (Balaguer et al.,
2012; Yu et al., 2015). Second, benevolence and morality are
likely to promote satisfaction of subordinates’ psychological
needs. Benevolent leaders show respect, care, and support for
subordinates through individualized consideration and efforts
to satisfy subordinates’ feelings and needs. Such benevolent
leadership is expressed not only in subordinates’ individual work,
but also in their daily life, and extends to their family and friends
(Chen et al., 2014). Additionally, benevolent leaders offer timely
and appropriate assistance and allocate substantial energy and
resources to supporting subordinates’ professional development
(Pellegrini and Scandura, 2008). Hence, benevolence may
facilitate fulfillment of subordinates’ NC and NR. However,
benevolence does not involve equal treatment or equivalent status
between the supervisor and subordinates. Rather, the leader uses
benevolent attitudes and behaviors toward subordinates with
an underlying signal of power distance (Chen et al., 2014).
Thus, whether benevolent leadership facilitates subordinates’
satisfaction of NA is unclear. Overall, benevolent leaders often
provide ample and helpful resources to subordinates, and
studies have shown that people’s satisfaction of all three needs
will increase when there are abundant work resources (van
den Broeck et al., 2016). Moral leaders show a high level
of virtue (e.g., equity, justice, and integrity). By exhibiting
unselfish behaviors, moral leaders act as role models and
gain affective commitment from subordinates (Pellegrini and
Scandura, 2008). When leaders demonstrate that they will not
abuse power for their own benefit, subordinates tend to be
more willing to express their ideas freely and actively strive
to solve the problems faced in their work, enhancing their
professional abilities and the satisfaction of NC (Chen et al.,
2014). However, unlike ethical leadership, moral leadership
does not involve subordinates’ participation in decision-making

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 4 August 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 722620

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-722620 August 7, 2021 Time: 13:17 # 5

Tang et al. The Motivational Mechanism of Trust

(Chen et al., 2014), and thus its relationship with the NA requires
further exploration.

Previous studies have shown that leaders’ needs-supportive
behaviors can positively affect employees’ needs satisfaction, and
lead to increased TS (Deci et al., 1989). La Guardia et al. (2000)
reported that when students’ three basic needs were fulfilled,
they felt a higher level of security in their attachments with
others, were more satisfied with their interpersonal relationships
and were more willing to rely on their partners. A series
of studies conducted by Patrick et al. (2007) confirmed that
satisfaction of each need positively predicted individuals’ well-
being, relationship quality, and effectiveness in managing conflict
within interpersonal relationships. Other empirical studies have
also demonstrated that when people’s three basic needs are
satisfied, they are more likely to develop a good interpersonal
relationship with others and gain a higher level of subject well-
being (Eakman, 2014; Chen et al., 2015). Taking these previous
findings together, we hypothesized that:

Hypothesis 2: The satisfaction of subordinates’ NC, NA, and
NR will mediate between authoritarianism (H2a),
benevolence (H2b), morality (H2c) and TS.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Our study collected data from a survey of 36 primary and
secondary schools (18 primary and 18 secondary schools) in
northern China. A stratified cluster sampling method was
employed. First, we randomly selected the sample schools in the
research region. Second, a questionnaire survey was delivered to
all teachers in the selected schools. A total of 1,308 questionnaires
was distributed, and 1,076 valid questionnaires were obtained
(effective recovery rate = 82.26%).

Among the valid responses, there were 155 male teachers
(14.4%) and 921 female teachers (85.6%). The surveyed teachers
were 35.53 years old on average (SD = 7.91) and had an average
of 13.32 years of teaching experience (SD = 8.96). Regarding
educational background, 181 teachers had a high school degree
or associate degree (16.8%), 852 had a bachelor’s degree (79.2%),
and 43 had a master’s or doctoral degree (4.0%).

Measures
All variables in the research model were measured using five-
point Likert-type scales, ranging from “1 = strongly disagree” to
“5 = strongly agree.” Two research participants who are proficient
in English worked separately and translated the original scales
into Chinese. After translation, these two translators worked
together and came up with an agreed version of translation.
Prior to our survey, 30 primary and secondary school teachers
were interviewed to share how they interpreted paternalistic
leadership, basic psychological need, and trust. We gave the
translated scales to the teachers, and they were asked to judge
whether the questions could accurately express what we intended
to measure, and if not, what confused them. We kept the
questions that could be accurately understood by teachers

unchanged, and discussed teachers further on the questions
that they had difficulty in figuring out the meaning. These
confusing questions were then adapted into a language that
school teachers often used in school life, making it easier for
teachers to understand. For example, Mascall et al. (2009) offer
a question on TS that originally put as “I feel a strong loyalty
to our school leaders,” and we found that it was hard for school
teachers in China to connect these words to the concept of trust in
their school leaders. Hence, this question was revised as “I always
support my school leader’s daily work.”

Paternalistic Leadership:
Authoritarianism, Benevolence, and
Morality
Authoritarianism, benevolence, and morality were measured
based on the adaptation of a widely used paternalistic leadership
scale developed by Cheng et al. (2004). There are four items
regarding authoritarianism (Cronbach’s α = 0.86; a sample item is,
“Almost all decisions in my school are determined by my school
supervisor.”), three items regarding benevolence (Cronbach’s
α = 0.88; a sample item is, “Beyond school affairs, my supervisor
often expresses concern about my daily life.”), and four items
regarding morality (Cronbach’s α = 0.91; a sample item is, “My
school supervisor won’t use his/her authority to seek special
privileges for himself/herself.”). Taking three subscales as a whole,
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) indicated a good model fit
(χ2 = 293.5; df = 41; χ2/df = 7.16; GFI = 0.95; CFI = 0.97;
TLI = 0.96; RMSEA = 0.076).

Satisfaction of Basic Psychological
Needs: Need for Competence,
Autonomy, and Relatedness
We adapted the Basic Need Satisfaction at Work Scale from Deci
et al. (2001). There were three items on each dimension. For
NC, Cronbach’s α = 0.80; a sample item was “My supervisor and
colleagues often tell me that I am good at teaching”; for NA,
Cronbach’s α = 0.62; a sample item was “I can freely express
my opinions when I try new teaching initiatives,” and for NR,
Cronbach’s α = 0.73; a sample item was “I get on well with
my supervisor, colleagues, and students.” CFA indicated a good
model fit (χ2 = 89.3; df = 24; χ2/df = 3.72; GFI = 0.98; CFI = 0.97;
TLI = 0.96; RMSEA = 0.050).

Teachers’ Trust in Supervisors
We measured teachers’ TS using an adapted version of the teacher
trust in school leaders scale of Mascall et al. (2009). An inspection
of modification indices indicated that residuals of two observed
items correlated with each other. After correlating their residuals,
we obtained a good model fit (χ2 = 4.53; df = 1; χ2/df = 4.53;
GFI = 0.99; CFI = 0.99; TLI = 0.99; RMSEA = 0.057).

Data Analysis
We used SPSS 24.0 to test the correlation of the variables, and
used AMOS 21.0 to conduct CFA, test the structural equation
model (SEM), and calculate specific mediating effects with a
bootstrapping method (MacKinnon et al., 2002). SEM is a useful
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statistical method to test the hypothesized relationships among
research variables, especially for latent variables (Byrne, 2001).
If the hypothesized model fits the data well, the proposed
relationships among variables will be statistically supported
(Byrne, 2001). To further explore the mediating role played by
NA, NC, and NR, a calculation of specific mediating effects was
also conducted. In both the SEM analysis and the calculation
of mediating effects, a bootstrapping method with a sample of
2,000 was employed to obtain the 95% bias-corrected confidence
intervals, which offers a more accurate result for the analysis
(MacKinnon et al., 2002).

RESULTS

Discriminant Validity and Common
Method Variance Analysis
In order to test the discriminant validity of our measures, the
goodness-of-fit of models ranging from seven-factor to single-
factor was examined. The results in Table 1 indicate that the
seven-factor model fits the data best, suggesting that the three
dimensions of paternalistic leadership, the satisfaction of NC,
NA, and NR, and teachers’ trust in their supervisors are seven
distinct variables, and thus the discriminant validity of the
measures is confirmed.

Because all of the data were collected from the same group
of teachers at the same time, there was possibility for common
method variance (CMV) that might affect the results (Podsakoff
et al., 2012). Harman’s single-factor CFA, wherein all variables
were created as a single construct, was used to examine CMV
(Podsakoff et al., 2003). The logic underlying this test is that
if CMV is a significant problem, the results of single-factor
CFA should fit the data. Table 1 (M11) shows that the single-
factor model fits the data very poor (χ2 = 6284.81, df = 253,
χ2/df = 24.84, GFI = 0.60, CFI = 0.57, RMSEA = 0.149,
SRMR = 0.137). Further, Podsakoff et al. (2003) suggested that
Harman’s single-factor CFA is likely to provide reassurance
in most circumstances, and thus cannot guarantee the non-
existence of CMV. Therefore, a further test was used in which
a latent factor was included in the model. Compared with
the goodness-of-fit of the original theoretical model (M1 in
Table 1, CFI = 0.958), the new model showed a small increase
(CFInew = 0.965, 1CFI = 0.011), which is below the 0.05 threshold
(Little, 1997). The results of these tests indicated that there was no
significant evidence of CMV in the data used.

Descriptive Statistics: Means, Standard
Deviations, and Correlations
The reliability of measurements, means, standard deviations and
correlations between variables are shown in Table 2. Among
all independent variables, authoritarianism was significantly
negatively related to NC (r = −0.08, p < 0.01), NR (r = −0.11,
p < 0.01), and TS (r = −0.14, p < 0.01). However, it
had a significant positive correlation with NA (r = 0.25,
p < 0.01), suggesting the opposite relationship to our hypothesis
2. Additionally, benevolence and morality showed significant

positive relationships with all hypothesized mediating variables
and dependent variables, supporting our hypothesis 1 and 2.

Paternalistic Leadership and Trust in
Supervisor
Using SEM, stepwise tests and specified mediating effect tests
were employed to examine each of our research hypotheses.
In the first step, only authoritarianism, benevolence, morality,
and TS were included in Model 1, and a good model fitness
was acquired (χ2 = 469.8; df = 84; χ2/df = 5.59; GFI = 0.95;
CFI = 0.97; TLI = 0.96; RMSEA = 0.065). Supporting H1a,
H1b, and H1c, the results of SEM (M1 in Table 3) indicated
that all three types of leadership were significantly related to
TS. Specifically, as hypothesized, authoritarianism negatively
predicted TS (β = −0.11, p < 0.01), and benevolence (β = 0.28,
p < 0.01), and morality (β = 0.47, p < 0.01) predicted TS
in a positive way.

The Mediating Effect of the Need for
Competence, Autonomy, and
Relatedness
In the second step, three mediating variables, including teachers’
satisfaction of NC, NA, and NR were added to Model 2.
The model also exhibited a good fit (χ2 = 1,213.0; df = 234;
χ2/df = 5.18; GFI = 0.92; CFI = 0.93; TLI = 0.92; RMSEA = 0.062).
The results (M2 in Table 3 and mediating effects in Table 4)
revealed that NA positively mediated between authoritarianism
and TS (βauthoritarianism−NA = 0.33, p < 0.01; βNA−TS = 0.14,
p < 0.01; Mediating Effectauthoritarianism−NA−TS = 0.042,
p < 0.01) as well as between benevolence and TS
(βbenevolence−NA = 0.32, p < 0.05; βNA−TS = 0.14, p < 0.01;
Mediating Effectbenevolence−NA−TS = 0.043, p < 0.05).
NC mediated positively between morality and TS
(βmorality−NC = 0.32, p < 0.01; βNC−TS = 0.08, p < 0.05;
Mediating Effectmorality−NC−TS = 0.35, p < 0.05). NR exhibited
a negative mediating effect between authoritarianism and TS
(βauthoritarianism−NR = −0.13, p < 0.05; βNR−TS = 0.11, p < 0.01;
Mediating Effectauthoritarianism−NR−TS = −0.012, p < 0.05),
and a positive mediating effect between morality and TS
(βmorality−NR = 0.28, p < 0.05; βNR−TS = 0.11, p < 0.01; Mediating
Effectmorality−NR−TS = 0.034, p < 0.05). Moreover, given the
significant direct effects of authoritarianism, benevolence, and
morality on TS (direct effect in Table 4), the mediations of all
three needs were partial. Thus, H2b and H2c were completely
supported, whereas H2a was only partially supported due to
the positive mediating effect of NA. Figure 2 shows the overall
results of our hypothesized model.

DISCUSSION

The present study investigated the direct relationships between
three dimensions of paternalistic leadership (authoritarianism,
benevolence, and morality) and teachers’ TS. Further, the
mediating effect of basic psychological needs satisfaction (i.e.,
NC, NA, and NR) was explored.
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TABLE 1 | The results of discriminant validity test of the relationships among all variables.

No. Model χ 2 Df χ 2/df CFI GFI RMSEA SRMR

M1 7-factor (Au; Be; Mo; NC; NA; NR; TS) 818.55 231 3.54 0.96 0.94 0.049 0.048

M2 6-factor (Au; Be + Mo; NC; NA; NR; TS) 1,324.00 237 5.59 0.92 0.89 0.065 0.054

M3 6-factor (Au; Be; Mo; NC + NA; NR; TS) 1,054.47 237 4.45 0.94 0.92 0.057 0.062

M4 5-factor (Au + Be + Mo; NC; NA; NR; TS) 3,520.03 242 14.55 0.77 0.74 0.112 0.102

M5 5-factor (Au; Be; Mo; NC + NA + NR; TS) 1,210.86 242 5.00 0.93 0.91 0.061 0.065

M6 4-factor (Au + Be + Mo + TS; NC; NA; NR) 4,513.42 246 18.35 0.70 0.69 0.127 0.108

M7 4-factor (Au; Be; Mo; NC + NA + NR + TS) 2,521.52 246 10.25 0.84 0.79 0.093 0.090

M8 3-factor (Au + Be + Mo; NC + NA + NR; TS) 3,814.57 249 15.32 0.75 0.72 0.115 0.107

M9 2-factor (Au + Be + Mo + TS; NC + NA + NR) 4,799.01 251 19.12 0.68 0.67 0.130 0.113

M10 2-factor (Au + Be + Mo; NC + NA + NR + TS) 5,121.68 251 20.41 0.65 0.65 0.134 0.124

M11 1-factor (Au + Be + Mo + NC + NA + NR + TS) 6,284.81 253 24.84 0.57 0.60 0.149 0.137

Au, authoritarianism; Be, benevolence; Mo, morality; NC, need for competence; NA, need for autonomy; NR, need for relatedness; TS, trust in supervisors.

TABLE 2 | Means, standard deviations, correlations, and scale reliability.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1 Au 2.94 1.00 (0.86)

2 Be 3.65 0.95 0.03 (0.88)

3 Mo 3.95 0.87 −0.13** 0.76** (0.91)

4 NC 4.12 0.68 −0.08* 0.20** 0.28** (0.80)

5 NA 3.31 0.69 0.25** 0.20** 0.13** 0.18** (0.62)

6 NR 4.14 0.62 −0.11** 0.31** 0.33** 0.57** 0.20** (0.73)

7 BPN 3.86 0.49 0.04 0.32** 0.33** 0.79** 0.64** 0.78** (0.81)

8 TS 3.80 0.87 −0.14** 0.61** 0.66** 0.32** 0.15** 0.38** 0.38** (0.88)

Au, authoritarianism; Be, benevolence; Mo, morality; NC, need for competence; NA, need for autonomy; NR, need for relatedness; BPN, basic psychological need; TS,
trust in supervisors. Internal reliability values for the constructs are shown in parentheses on the diagonal; **p < 0.01 and *p < 0.05.

TABLE 3 | Standardized results of stepwise mediation test of basic
psychological need.

M1 M2

TS NC NA NR TS

Authoritarianism −0.11** −0.04 0.33** −0.13* −0.13**

Benevolence 0.28** −0.08 0.32* 0.16 0.22**

Morality 0.47** 0.39** 0.03 0.28* 0.42**

NC 0.08*

NA 0.14**

NR 0.11**

R2 0.55 0.11 0.22 0.21 0.59

TS, trust in supervisors; NC, need for competence; NA, need for autonomy; NR,
need for relatedness. **p < 0.01 and *p < 0.05.

First, the results of the present study suggested a negative
direct relationship between authoritarianism and TS, and
positive benevolence-TS and morality-TS direct relationships,
which confirms that paternalistic leadership is a multi-
dimensional construct, and supports the explanatory power
of social exchange theory and other perspectives involving
a direct effect of leadership on trust. Weber (1968) views
paternalistic leaders as equivalent to autocrats and proposing
a negative connection between authoritarianism and desired

employee and organization outcomes, and the present study
supported the negative aspects of paternalistic leaders’ controlling
behaviors. Authoritarianism often triggers negative emotions
among subordinates, such as anger and fear, and weakens
their positive feelings and subjective well-being (Chen et al.,
2014). Furthermore, absolute control over subordinates impedes
free and equal exchange between supervisors and followers,
leading to subordinates’ feeling of not being adequately
recognized or respected (Pellegrini and Scandura, 2008). All
these factors resulting from negative interactions are considered
core emotional antecedents of a lack of affective trust. However,
the benevolent and moral aspects of paternalism appeared
to positively predict TS, in accord with findings previously
(Cheng et al., 2004). Benevolent leaders typically express genuine
and sincere concern about their subordinates’ personal welfare
regarding work issues and daily life. These positive exchanges
often lead to feelings of obligation or indebtedness among
followers, and a sense that they need to repay their leader’s
kindness (Legood et al., 2021). As a result, subordinates tend
to have more positive expectations of their leaders’ future
behaviors. Additionally, subordinates’ positive emotions are
likely to be induced by benevolent treatment from leaders,
forming an affective foundation for TS (Chen et al., 2014).
Similarly, moral leaders exhibit high levels of virtue and
behave in accordance with moral standards. Knowing that their
supervisor will not take advantage of others for their own
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TABLE 4 | Standardized results of direct effects and mediating effects on
trust in supervisor.

Parameter estimates Effect 95% BC
lower

95% BC
upper

P

Direct effect

Au→TS −0.133 −0.194 −0.065 0.001

Be→TS 0.222 0.084 0.347 0.005

Mo→TS 0.416 0.314 0.621 0.003

Mediating effect

Au→NC→TS (H2a) −0.003 −0.013 0.004 0.293

Au→NA→TS (H2a) 0.042 0.015 0.088 0.003

Au→NR→TS (H2a) −0.012 −0.031 −0.003 0.011

Be→NC→TS (H2b) −0.007 −0.055 0.009 0.309

Be→NA→TS (H2b) 0.043 0.006 0.114 0.020

Be→NR→TS (H2b) 0.017 −0.010 0.063 0.165

Mo→NC→TS (H2c) 0.035 0.006 0.106 0.014

Mo→NA→TS (H2c) 0.005 −0.035 0.062 0.687

Mo→NR→TS (H2c) 0.034 0.004 0.105 0.024

Total effect

Au→TS −0.105 −0.164 −0.051 0.003

Be→TS 0.276 0.138 0.399 0.005

Mo→TS 0.481 0.350 0.617 0.001

Au, authoritarianism; Be, benevolence; Mo, morality; TS, trust in supervisors; NC,
need for competence; NA, need for autonomy; NR, need for relatedness.

benefit, followers tend to show greater affective commitment
and loyalty to their supervisor (Chen et al., 2014). The current
results revealed that morality had the strongest effect on TS.
One potential reason for this result is the direct link between
leaders’ morality and the integrity aspect of trustworthiness
(Mayer et al., 1995). Subordinates may believe more strongly
in their leaders’ behaviors and more confident that it is safe
to expose their vulnerability because of their leaders’ high
moral standards. Additionally, traditional Chinese culture and
Confucianism may also play important roles in the effectiveness
of moral leadership. According to Confucianism, the primary
goal of administration is to develop subordinates’ morality,
educating them as righteous people (Ip, 2009). To achieve this,
leaders themselves need to demonstrate high moral standards,
and whether their behaviors can match their word is a core
criterion of their leadership. Moral leaders are more likely to
gain subordinates’ trust and stimulate their sense of responsibility
to strive for the wellness of the entire organization and
society. Conversely, if leaders often violate moral standards and
regulations, subordinates will also tend to abuse their power
for their own personal benefit, and a climate of distrust will
be generated. In sum, leaders’ morality is a core component of
effective leadership and is valued more highly than professional
ability in China.

Second, expanding on previous research on the direct
relationship between leadership and trust, we further tested the
mediating effects of three basic psychological needs. The results
largely supported our research hypothesis 2. Specifically, NA
mediated both authoritarianism-TS and benevolence-TS, NC
only mediated between morality and TS, while NR mediated both
authoritarianism-TS and morality-TS. It has previously been

argued that basic psychological needs satisfaction is universal for
explaining spontaneous human feelings and behaviors (Deci and
Ryan, 2008), and the present findings provide further support
for this notion. However, satisfaction of NA exhibited a positive
mediating effect between authoritarianism and TS, contrary to
our hypothesis 2.

The important role of NR in determining interpersonal
relationships was confirmed in the current study. SDT suggests
that people share a universal inherent need to feel meaningfully
connected and related to others (Deci and Ryan, 2014). NR is
independent of instrumental desire, such as physical security
and economic or social resource exchanges. Thus, relatedness
is considered to be essential to human wellness, without
which people feel difficulty living a vital and energetic life.
Indeed, SDT-based studies have demonstrated that people feel a
lower sense of engagement, interest, and trust in interpersonal
relationships when they hold an extrinsic orientation to relate
to others (Wild et al., 1997). Furthermore, individuals who
hold such extrinsic and instrumental perspectives are more
likely to connect with a similar extrinsically oriented partner,
resulting in each side treating the other as an object instead of a
developing organism (Williams et al., 2000). Conversely, healthy
interpersonal relationships developed on the basis of the inherent
need for relatedness are critical throughout the lifespan, and
necessary for psychological development (Deci and Ryan, 2014).
The current results revealed that the moral dimension of
paternalistic leadership significantly enhanced the satisfaction of
teachers’ NR. Rempel et al. (1985) found that subordinates were
more intrinsically motivated when their leaders showed a higher
level of moral standards. Specifically, when leaders explicitly
demonstrated their fairness, unselfishness, and trustworthiness,
followers tended to be more willing to develop an emotional
bond in addition to an economic relationship with their leaders
(Wu et al., 2012). The current finding that authoritarianism
was negatively related to NR may be expected because
authoritarian leaders’ vigorous demands for the benefit of
the organization and the neglect of followers’ desire for
communication signal an instrumental aspect of the supervisor-
subordinate relationship (Mishra and Ghosh, 2020). Under
these circumstances, subordinates follow their leaders’ orders
to obtain social or economic resources or avoid punishment,
and their NR is likely to be harmed. Thus, in accord with
other SDT-based studies, the current findings support the
important mediating role that NR plays in the facilitation of trust
in organizations.

The current results also confirmed a mediating role of the
NA in leadership and TS. In a trusting relationship, a person
does not have the intention of controlling the partner, or a
desire for one partner to depend on the other. Rather, trusting
relationships are close interpersonal relationships involving
consent and mutuality (Deci and Ryan, 2014). Within trusting
relationships, partners do not exercise authority over one
another, but respect and encourage other’s choices. Hence,
autonomy is crucial in initiating and sustaining healthy trusting
relationships. When individuals perceive a higher level of
autonomy from their partners, they report greater relationship
satisfaction, attachment security with and emotional reliance on
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FIGURE 2 | Standardized results of the research model. Non-significant paths are not shown in this figure; ∗p < 0.05 and ∗∗p < 0.01.

the partners, and they are more likely to include the partner
in their own sense of self (Deci et al., 2006). When there
are disagreements within the relationship, autonomy-supported
partners show less defensiveness and more understanding of
other’s opinions (Knee et al., 2005). Similar to the findings
regarding relatedness, autonomy-supported individuals tend to
be more likely to develop satisfying high-quality relationships,
and to show a greater ability to maintain such relationships
in the long term compared with individuals with controlling
motivations (Blais et al., 1990). In terms of the facilitation
of trustees’ NA, the current results revealed that benevolent
leadership behaviors had a positive effect. In addition to
their individualized concern for subordinates’ work and life
well-being, benevolent leaders actively support subordinates
who are in trouble, and provide professional developmental
opportunities and respect subordinates’ NA during the process
of personal growth (Dedahanov et al., 2019). However, our
results also suggested a positive impact of authoritarianism
on the satisfaction of subordinates’ NA, contrary to our
hypothesis and previous findings of negative relationships
between these factors (Pellegrini and Scandura, 2008). One
possible explanation is that, in SDT, autonomy refers to one’s
subjective feeling of psychological freedom when engaging in a
behavior (Chong and Gagné, 2019). Thus, autonomy in SDT is
a limited subjective freedom. Individuals can theoretically feel
autonomously satisfied while having to obey others’ requests.
In Chinese primary and high schools, there is a long history
of hierarchical administrative structure and power distance
between supervisors and teachers. Moreover, although teachers
do not have the power to determine school administrative issues,

they often have a high degree of freedom in their classrooms.
Therefore, the controlling aspects of paternalistic leadership may
not depress teachers’ NA in their classrooms. Future studies may
further test such relationships in other professional and cultural
contexts to obtain more detailed insight.

NC also showed a significant mediating effect between
morality and trust. RMT proposes that flourishing interpersonal
relationships require the satisfaction of individuals’ three needs
(Deci and Ryan, 2014). Like the other two types of need, NC
is also a key antecedent influencing individuals’ psychological
health and wellness. When NC is thwarted, people show signs
of ill-being. A previous study showed that the fulfillment of
NC could independently contribute to positive relationship
outcomes, such as security of attachment (La Guardia et al.,
2000). However, compared with relatedness and autonomy,
competence is theorized to have the weakest contribution to
the quality of interpersonal relationships because competence
is often not a primary goal of trust, friendship, or other
relationships (Deci and Ryan, 2014). The results of the current
study also revealed that NC had the weakest effect on TS.
Furthermore, morality was found to facilitate satisfaction of
subordinates’ NC. Moral leaders not only show a high level of
virtue, but also strive for organizational goals and to improve
their professional capabilities (Dedahanov et al., 2019). Hence,
leaders’ morality offers a role model for both moral standards
and professional capacities. If subordinates are impressed by their
leaders, they are more likely to enhance their ability and increase
their competence.

Overall, the current results revealed that paternalistic
leadership can affect subordinates’ TS both directly and through
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the mediation of psychological needs. Moreover, compared
with the direct effects, the mediating effects of needs account
for a smaller proportion of influence, which indicates that
social exchange theory has stronger explanatory power in
trust relationships, although SDT can also contribute to the
understanding of trust.

Theoretical Implications
The current study makes several theoretical contributions to
existing literature on trust. First, we incorporated a social
exchange perspective and trust motivation perspective by
building a theoretical model to examine both the direct
and indirect effects of paternalistic leadership on trust. Our
findings support the effectiveness of social exchange theory
in explaining the facilitation of trust. Trust is an expectation
of trustees’ future behaviors according to the judgment of
trustors’ previous interactions with them (Dirks and Ferrin,
2001). Hence, social exchange processes are an important way
for trustors to understand trustees and offer opportunities for
trustors to obtain as much information as possible to evaluate
the partner’s trustworthiness and decide whether to expose
their vulnerability to the partner in future interactions. Positive
exchanges will strengthen the individual’s confidence about the
partner’s benevolence and integrity, whereas negative exchanges
will lead to feelings of fear and discomfort, all of which generate
direct facilitating or impeding effects on trust.

On the basis of the trust motivational framework by van
der Werff et al. (2019) and the constructs of SDT, we also
examined the mediating role of basic psychological needs
and found that trust relationships, particularly their affective
aspects, are also a psychological state that is influenced by
motivational processes. SDT views trust as a part of inherent
psychological well-being for all humans (Deci and Ryan, 2014).
Thus, like other intrinsically driven affects and behaviors studied
in SDT, we propose that the satisfaction of individuals’ NC,
NA, and NR forms the motivational mechanisms underlying
their sense of trust. The present results showed that leadership
exhibits various relationships with different types of need, and
different psychological needs also affect trust to various degrees.
Moreover, the mediating effect was not complete, and was
relatively small compared with the direct effect of leadership.
Thus, it should also be noted that only a small component of
trust appeared to be self-determined, rather than its entirety.
Social exchange theory and other instrumental perspectives may
still be useful for understanding the formation of trust in
interpersonal relationships.

Overall, our trust model offers a potentially useful theoretical
framework for researchers to further explore the facilitation or
diminishment of trust in various settings, providing a starting
point for future studies to involve a wide range of motivational
theories into research on trust.

Practical Implications
The present study also has several practical implications.
Paternalistic leadership is characterized by its multi-
dimensionality. Whereas authoritarianism represents the
controlling aspect of paternalism and exhibits a negative

relationship with trust, benevolence and morality are the
encouraging sides of paternalism, and positively affect
subordinates’ trust. Therefore, paternalistic leaders should
pay close attention to their behaviors in relation to each aspect,
which means that the exercise of paternalistic leadership is an
art of balance. The benevolent and moral aspects of paternalism
are effective for not only promoting employee performance, as
many previous studies have suggested (Pellegrini and Scandura,
2008; Chen et al., 2014), but also strengthening its effectiveness
by further enhancing the interpersonal relationships between
the supervisor and followers. Thus, supervisors should show
more benevolence and try to become a moral standard in
the organization. Besides, although authoritarianism might
contribute to desired organizational outcomes in other
important ways, leaders should not abuse their authority,
as these controlling approaches may generate other undesired
employee affective responses or behaviors, in turn diminishing
the effectiveness of paternalism.

Additionally, leaders should also attach greater importance to
the satisfaction of subordinates’ basic psychological needs. On
the one hand, the fulfillment of these needs may promote positive
employee outcomes, such as job satisfaction, organizational
commitment, creativity, and organizational citizenship
behaviors. On the other hand, when subordinates’ psychological
needs are satisfied, they are more likely to develop a better
interpersonal relationship with their supervisor, which may
further strengthen the effectiveness of the supervisor’s leadership.
Conversely, when subordinates’ needs are thwarted, they will
not only exhibit negative outcomes, such as a stronger intention
to quit and more defensive behaviors but may also develop a
worse relationship with their supervisor, making it harder for the
supervisor to change the situation through their leadership.

Limitations and Directions for Future
Research
The present study involves several limitations. First, our study
was conducted in a school setting in China. The longstanding
hierarchical administrative structure in which teachers are
accustomed to the power distance may have affected the results,
particularly the analysis of autonomy needs. Future studies
should be carried out in more diverse contexts, and it may
be valuable to compare findings across various cultural and
professional backgrounds to determine whether the motivational
mechanisms of trust are universally effective.

Second, because data collection was conducted at a single
time-point through a questionnaire survey, we are not able to
draw conclusions regarding casual relationships between our
research variables. Future studies could use experimental designs
to further examine the casual connections among these variables
or collect longitudinal data to offer more explicit insights into
these relationships.

Third, our measurement of basic psychological needs
satisfaction contains several reverse items. However, Brien
et al. (2012) suggested that the positive statement of items
often captures more accurate information than negative items,
providing a new measurement of basic psychological needs
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satisfaction in which all items are positively stated. Brien et al.
(2012) further suggested that the separation and independent
examination of need satisfaction and need frustration is a
promising approach. Therefore, future research could expand on
the current study by including the concept of need frustration in
the model and compare their mediating roles in the facilitation
and reduction of trust.

Finally, social exchange theorists have suggested that the
sense of indebtedness, the gain-and-loss of resource exchanges,
and the trustworthiness of ability, benevolence, and integrity
are key antecedents of trust. Hence, instead of proposing
a direct effect of leadership on trust, future studies could
incorporate these factors as mediators to further investigate the
social exchange processes that help to enhance subordinates’
decisions regarding TS.

CONCLUSION

The present study sought to inform the debate between the
direct instrumental perspective and the SDT-based mediating
motivational perspective regarding the facilitation of trust by
examining a model in which both paths are hypothesized.
Our empirical results revealed that paternalistic leadership had
both significant direct and indirect effects on trust, which
indicates that both perspectives have explanatory power in
the understanding of trust. Moreover, the greater impact
of direct effects suggests that social exchange theory and
other instrumental-oriented perspectives on trust may still
be useful, whereas the smaller indirect effects suggest that
SDT may also contribute to the understanding of close
interpersonal relationships to some extent. Although trust is a
central factor determining the effectiveness of leadership and

organizational management, it is not clearly understood and
requires further investigation. Future studies may gain more
comprehensive and precise insight by exploring more mediating
mechanisms regarding trust, to provide a broader and more
detailed perspective.
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