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Defining Trust 
 
 

“Trust: firm belief or confidence in the honesty, integrity, 
reliability, justice, etc. of another person or thing; faith; 

reliance." 
 

Webster's New World Dictionary of the American Language 
 

  
 
 
"Fear is the opposite of trust... fear and distrust always 
go together."  

 
J.R. Gibb, Trust.  
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TYPES OF TRUST 

 
“When we talk about trusting a person we are referring to two 
types of trust:   
 
 1) Trust in the person's character and integrity, and  
 2) Trust in the person's ability. 
 
Trust is something that must be earned by the people who 
work for [and with] you and they must understand that. 
 
There are, of course, different levels of trust.  Trust grows as 
people get to know one another better. In order for trust to 
grow, however, there must be a foundation upon which to 
build.  This foundation is the belief that most people are 
basically good, that they genuinely want to do a good job.  
When you expect the best in a person you lay the groundwork 
for a trusting relationship.” 
 

Diane Tracy. Ten Steps to Empowerment.  New York, Quill,   
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THE IMPORTANCE OF TRUST 
 
 

“The cost of mistrust is one of the losses to business and 
to society in the Western world that can not be 
measured. There is the unmeasurable psychological cost 
of anxiety, and layers of inspection to test conformance 
to agreement. 
 
Trust is mandatory for optimization of a system.  Without 
trust, there cannot be cooperation between people, 
teams, departments, divisions.  Without trust, each 
component will protect its own immediate interests to its 
own long-term detriment, and to the detriment of the 
entire system.  Transformation is required.  This means 
adoption and integration of new principles. 
 
Transformation begins with the individual.  The job of a 
leader is to create an environment of trust so that 
everyone may confidently examine himself.” 

 
John O. Whitney.  The Economics of Trust. New York, 

McGraw-Hill  
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THE BUSINESS CASE FOR 

 
ORGANIZATIONAL TRUST 

 
A MODEL 

by 
Vivian Jenkins Nelsen 

  
How does trust, a notoriously "fuzzy concept" relate to the bottom line?  John O. 
Whitney, director of Columbia University's Graduate School of Business, W. Edwards 
Deming Center for Quality Management wrote, 
“Sounds crass, doesn't it? Equating trust—a moral, ethical concept—so directly with 
profit and loss.  Virtue is supposed to be its own reward—agreed.  But virtue and profits 
are not mutually exclusive.  Consider the following questions: 
§ If everyone in your organization knew what to do; when, how, where to do it--and 

most important, why he or she was doing it--what would the organization chart look 
like? 

§ If everyone desired to do her or his job correctly, on time, and could be trusted to 
act with integrity in support of the organization’s aims and goals, what would your 
organizational process and control systems be like? 

The answers are straightforward.  The organization structure would be flatter, 
supervisors fewer; numbing sign-off, control and measurement systems that require 
armies of line and support personnel would disappear.  Profits would soar.” 
[Emphasis added] (The Economics of Trust: Liberating Profits and Restoring Corporate 
Vitality) Whitney makes a compelling case against internal redundancy and waste in low 
trust workplaces, but more central is his argument condemning the external costs 
incurred, e.g. the costs between a company and its customers, “When customers lose 
faith, selling costs soar, and sales curves plunge.” 
 
In a day-long meeting I led with the CEO and twenty-six most senior executives of the 
St. Paul Companies, the discussion on trust described a number of important 
characteristics about trust;  
§ trust is built in one-on-one interactions,  
§ is long-term, and 
§ mutual.  
"We need trust to provide leadership," lamented one executive vice president.  Trust 
then, is needed between managers and employees; managers and their peers, and the 
CEO and his/her direct reports.  Trust and mutual respect between senior managers 
affect the entire organization: 
§ "If there is distrust at this level, it spreads down into the organization” 
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§ "Respect is fundamental, we need the ability to disagree openly” 
§ "There is a difference between healthy and unhealthy executive tension" 
§ "Senior management is just like the rest of the organization, we react to level and 

power" 
 

I have built a business case for organizational trust based on four key constructs. It is 
drawn from focus group data, a retreat with senior leaders of the St. Paul Companies, 
the literature on organizational trust and the Perspectives 1995 Survey for the St. Paul 
Companies. The four constructs are: 
 

 
1) PROFITS.  Lost revenues, can be linked to both internal and external trust issues.  
From an internal perspective, when employees do not trust their leaders and are not 
trusted to make good business decisions--their productivity is lowered, resources are 
wasted and high administrative costs to control the above, result. 
 
2) THE CUSTOMER.  When customers distrust the organization's integrity, or 
responsiveness to their needs and concerns---the casualty is your reputation. The costly 
process of restoring a damaged reputation limits your ability to be truly competitive.  
Customers will be lost to competitors, your focus becomes muddled.  
 
3) EMPLOYEES.  Employees who work in low-trust environments are fearful and often 
do not provide reliable information to managers because the "messenger" is not often 
rewarded—frequently shot.  The low-trust environment is characterized by low 
productivity, burn-out, lay-offs and excessive supervision of employees. 
 
4) ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURES.  Structures and processes reflect the trust 
environment.  Some create or inhibit trust.  The first casualty is reliable information, 
which is accompanied by dysfunctional secrecy.  Unnecessary complexity and layers of 
supervision create structures that are impermeable and costly.  Time is wasted tinkering 
with systems, reengineering and reorganizing. 

The Business Case
for Trust
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AN ORGANIZATIONAL TRUST MODEL 
 

The four places in organizations where trust really matters are: 
 

1) Mission/Values/Identity, 
2) Power, 
3) Resources and 
4) Support.   

 
MISSION—Trust must be built into the mission and values of an organization so that 
its external and internal customers can depend on it to deliver promised products and 
services. A clear understanding of and commitment to the organization's mission and 
aims by employees is paramount to its success. Managers and employees must value 
trust as a central element of their identity within the organization.  Trust between the 
two groups is strengthened when there are clear standards of excellence, responsibility 
and accountability.  
 
Cooperation between divisions and departments helps create a unified, interdependent 
identity so that the integrity of the entire system is protected and employee confusion, 
dysfunctional competition and fear is minimized.  Cooperation and collaboration are 
hallmarks of the high trust workplace and the fully actuated work group.  
 
POWER—Power is a trust factor--who has it, how they got it, how they use it.  The 
ethical use of executive power is a central value in creating a corporate culture that 
models trust.  Using power to humiliate, intimidate or "put the fear of God" into 
employees and colleagues is not an effective long-term motivator. It does not engender 
trust.   
 
Developing employee potential, or empowerment, is key to maintaining a competitive 
edge.  Judging employees' capacity by early impressions and limiting their upward 
mobility is costly.  John Whitney, director of the Deming Center for Quality Management 
writes, 

We just assume that people are incompetent without giving them a real chance 
to show what they can do.  If we are lucky, these people will channel their 
untapped potential to extracurricular activities.  If we are unlucky, we will pay 
the price when their latent or overt anger is directed to the 
workplace...Expecting people to perform poorly, then making up for their 
shortcomings with excessive supervision and control is a form of economic 
slavery that neither the firm nor the individual should tolerate.  Costs soar.  Self-
esteem plummets.  Soldiering, working by the book, slowdowns, and other 
manifestations of adversarial intent compensate no one.    
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Ironically, many successful managers are unaware of the ways in which they stunt 
other’s potential.  They seldom understand employees transferring or leaving the 
company as a reflection on their behavior.  They characterize their behavior as 
intuitively and accurately judging an employee's ability, “I knew they couldn’t cut it 
here.” 
 
Giving people authority or power equal to their responsibilities as they perform 
increasingly difficult tasks demonstrates trust in their judgment and abilities.  Being 
open to others' ideas also evidences trust.  When employees are offered a role in 
decision making by their leaders and their input is ignored, trust is damaged and the 
exercise becomes a disappointing and exasperating misuse of power. 
 
In spite of the best effort of leaders to hire and develop trustworthy employees, there is 
the occasional person who violates a trust and must be decisively and speedily dealt 
with.  This particular use of a leader's power may be seen as arbitrary and not fully 
understood by other employees because of the confidentiality of a situation. John 
Whitney, Columbia University Business School professor advises, "Remove from the 
organization swiftly and summarily anyone who overtly violates trust...a society 
lubricated by trust is damaged if untrustworthy actions are condoned or tolerated.  This 
rule should apply to everyone--from a CEO to hourly workers, customers, and 
suppliers." 
 
RESOURCES—The high trust organization provides the necessary resources for its 
employees to be successful; training, rewards and recognition, reliable information and 
time to address issues.  Often one sees what Whitney describes as "corrupted 
Darwinism" –-where employees are given resources and the leader or manager stands 
aside and waits to see what happens, believing that the strong will survive. "So, let 
them fight it out, reward the winners and bury the losers...Hardly conducive to trust."   
Organizational strength is weakened by these kinds of internal battles.  
 
How does an organization support trust? 

1) Treating peers and subordinates respectfully, 
2) Creating flexible and responsive policies and practices, 
3) Giving employees the information and 
4) The freedom to do their jobs. 

 
Management "guru", Diane Tracy says, "Don't hover over people.  There is no better 
way to communicate distrust than by watching their every move.  Assign the tasks, set 
the standards, ask for periodic updates on their progress, but beyond that leave them 
alone."        
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AN EXECUTIVE TRUST MODEL 
 

The task of leading trust is both simple and complex. As one senior manager aptly said, 
"Being a good manager is harder than both rocket science and golf."   
Management’s role in leading organizations towards a high performance culture is 
based on establishing and supporting leader identities that are congruent with 
corporate identity and have the following characteristics as central elements: 
• High performer—drives operational performance. Consistently recognizes, values 

and appropriately prioritizes the needs of customers, employees and investors.  
• Makes business decisions in the best interest of the organization; not for personal 

benefit. 
• Positive role model--Effectively role models ethical values in dealings with employees 

and external parties. 
• Trustworthy, trusts others--Trusts others to perform within established boundaries. 

Handles sensitive and confidential information appropriately. 
• Courageous--Acts courageously. Leads in the face of ambiguity and uncertainty. 
• Change agent--Leads change. Promotes continuous learning both personally and 

across the organization 
 
Leadership Characteristics & Behaviors That Advance Trust 
 
Undergirding all management and leadership activities is the trust factor. The business 
case for trustworthy leadership has been carefully researched by three distinguished 
scholars--Professors Kouzes, Posner and W.H. Schmidt who asked 1500 managers, 
"What values do you look for and admire in your superiors?"  Integrity (being truthful 
and trustworthy, and having character and conviction) was the most frequently 
mentioned characteristic.  The Leadership Profile, appropriately asks senior managers to 
"demonstrate honesty and integrity in all dealings." How do leaders build trust? 
"Leaders can gain trust by being predictable, consistent, and persistent and by making 
competent decisions." (S. A. Kirkpatrick and E. Locke,1995) 
 
"Honesty is absolutely essential to leadership.  After all, if we are willing to follow 
someone whether it be into battle or into the boardroom, we first want to assure 
ourselves that the person is worthy of our trust.  We want to be fully confident in the 
integrity of our leaders."  

 
Leadership behaviors that help demystify what employees and experts say are key 
issues in building a high-trust workplace are based on: 

1) creating high trust relationships,  
2) communicating effectively,  
3) making effective decisions and 
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4) walking the talk, setting a good example.   
 
Leaders must support employees by providing the necessary tools, training and 
education for job success.  Also critical to employee success are systems that help, not 
impede their work.  Thus, human resource systems must be effective and aligned with 
the business strategies.  At base, however, is the simple part--respectful treatment of 
employees.  How executives use power to make decisions, solve problems and 
empower employees sets the stage for a corporate culture that is effective and 
competitive or reactive and incompetent. 
 

 
Leadership Behaviors  

 
Builds High Trust Relationships 

• Is trustworthy 
• Respects other’s backgrounds, talents and expertise 
• Creates “We” vs. “Them” 
• Creates positive, fear-free environment 
• Recognizes excellence, gives credit 
• Open to employee’s issues, feedback 
• Avoids negative, hasty assumptions about other’s 

       competency and character 
• Recognizes and addresses needs/fears of employees 
• Give employees benefit of the doubt 
• Interacts with employees at various levels, face-to-face 
• Personally addresses new processed, changes 
• Gives employees freedom to do the job 

 
 
Communicates Effectively 
• Initiates two-way communication 
• Requests feedback on personal behavior/conduct 
• Rewards messenger 
• Gives honest, timely performance feedback to employees 
• Works through conflict 
• Shares accurate, timely information 
• Handles sensitive and confidential information appropriately 
• Communication style is open, attentive and encouraging 
• Conflict behavior is responsive, respectful 
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Makes Effective Decisions 
• Lead change 
• Makes business decisions based on corporate interests, not 
self-interest 
• Gives/receive feedback on own 
• Drives operational performance 
• Clearly articulates strategic plan, goals 
• Seeks input, reality checks on decision making 

            Establishes clear accountabilities 
• Helpful, resourceful 
• Uses input expeditiously 
• Open to other’s ideas 
• Participatory problem solver 
• Admit mistakes, rather than blaming and making excuses 
• Encourages cooperation between people, teams, divisions 

and companies 
 
 

Sets a Good Example/Walks the Talk 
• Promotes learning for self and others 
• Takes responsibility for mistakes 
• Makes necessary personal changes 
• Promptly addresses trust violations 
• Is a positive role model 
• Articulate commitment to diversity, customer focus 
• Is trustworthy 
• Follows through on commitments 
• Acts on issues, “walks the talk” 

 
 
RESOURCING TRUST 

 
Resources are tools, and if appropriately assessed, sequenced and coordinated, can 
deliver the results that you need to build a high trust workplace.  Or, put another way, 
if your assessment says you need a drill-- a hammer won't do.  Timing is everything.  If 
the right resource is used at the wrong time, it becomes the wrong resource.  
 
Sequencing, or attending to the order in which resources are applied is as critical as the 
assessment or diagnostic phase.  Sequencing is related to timing, you need the right 
resource at the right time and in the right order. Coordinating resources requires a 
close working knowledge of the limits of each resource tool, the costs, the time 
required, the particular client needs and availability of quality services. 
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I. Data Collection: 
 If you need more information before developing individual action plans or you 

would like to assess the results of the action plans that you have implemented: 
 
Focus Groups: Focus groups are a small-group interview process that 

can help you discover what the issues are and evaluate 
what impact the changes you have made have had on 
employees.  A trained facilitator is needed to provide 
the skilled listening and anonymity for group members. 

 
Surveys: Follow-up surveys, like focus groups, can help give you 

customized information about both the issues that need 
addressing and feedback on the effectiveness of your 
personal planning. 

 
Individual Discussions: Individual discussions with employees can be arranged 

so that you can get face-to-face, one-on-one feedback 
from employees. 

 
360 Feedback: This is a survey process that allows employees to give 

you feedback about the impact of changes you have 
implemented. 

 
II. Training 

Customized educational experiences for executives utilizing internal or external 
experts can be designed to deepen your skills. 

 
• Learn how messages are sent to employees (leadership behavior, 

infrastructure, media, culture) 
• Learn techniques for effective group and one-on-one communications 
• Develop personal communication plans  

 
III. Experiential Learning Focused On Building 

Trusting Relationships 
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Relationships can be strengthened by group experiences ranging from 
Wilderness Outward Bound to Habitat for Humanity.  Such experiences can be 
customized to include team building activities that are not physically based, so 
that employees with all levels of physical ability can participate.  
 

 
IV. Executive Coaching and Counseling  
 

Finding confidential, timely and expert analysis, troubleshooting skills and "good 
advice" to assist you is an important resource. Individualized, confidential 
management coaching is available from any WPL team leader in which you will 
learn skills to create an environment that minimizes fear and distrust. 

 

 
 
 
 
 


