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Trust is crucial to the success of economic relationships such as that 
between managers and workers or between companies and their suppliers, 
and honesty is the essential lubricant to a system of exchange. If trust and 

honesty mean anything, it is that these individuals will be motivated by 
them to suspend the continual quest for personal advantage in certain key 
situations. Where trust and honesty break down, society and individuals will 

have to spend a large part of their energy and resources in formulating 
detailed prescriptive rules and contracts, and then even more resources in 

enforcing them. 
 

Richard Bronk1

 
 
 
 
 

Trust is about the confidence you have in a person or organisation. It 
means that you believe that you can rely on them, that they will 

meet their obligations and they will not deceive you. 
 

The existence of trust in a relationship is probably the single most 
important indicator of a successful relationship. 

 
 
 
 
 
The principal focus of this review on trust concerns relationships in the 
worlds of work and business and to a lesser extent society and institutions. 
These ideas, however, can be applied to any kind of relationship in any 
area of life. 
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1 Why is trust so important? 
 
David Hume, the 18th century philosopher, captures the essential dilemma 
surrounding trust: 
 
Your corn is ripe today; mine will be so tomorrow. ‘Tis profitable for us both, 
that I should labour with you today, and that you should aid me tomorrow. I 
have no kindness for you, and know you have as little for me. I will not, 
therefore, take any pains upon your account; and should I labour with you 
upon my own account, in expectation of a return, I know I should be 
disappointed, and that I should in vain depend upon your gratitude. Here then I 
leave you to labour alone; you treat me in the same manner. The seasons 
change; and both of us lose our harvests for want of mutual confidence and 
security 2. 
 
The problem is that even if two parties believe that it is in their best interest to 
cooperate, they can have no guarantee that the other party will not renege on any 
agreement to the advantage of one and to the loss of the other. It is not only 
necessary for you to trust the other party but also to believe that you are trusted by 
the other party for any cooperation to work. 
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Game theory (for example ‘the prisoner’s dilemma’) seems to confirm the outcome 
described by Hume. Unless the 
parties have complete trust in each 
other that each will cooperate (ie: you 
will both help to cut each other’s corn 
each year), then the best strategy for 
both of them is to renege on any deal. 
If you renege, you could scoop the 
best possible outcome, a ‘win’, if the 
other party has decided to cooperate - 
your corn is cut with your neighbour’s 
help, but you do not help him with 
his. Even if your neighbour doesn’t 
cooperate, by reneging, you avoid the worst outcome which might have happened 
if you had decided to cooperate but your neighbour had reneged – you helped him 
with his corn but he doesn’t help you. 

 
So without a very high level of mutually reciprocated trust, does cooperation go out 
of the window? Is this a model for the way we should conduct our lives, the way 
we do business? Will we always end up with outcomes that nobody wants – 
unharvested corn (in Hume’s example) – such as the endless deadlocked 
negotiations we have seen in the peace process in Northern Ireland or the cycle of 
violence between Israel and the Palestinians? Northern Ireland is a good example 
where lack of trust is one important factor that has made the return to peace and 
democracy so difficult and protracted. Sinn Fein did not trust the Unionists to 
share power and the Unionists did not trust Sinn Fein’s ability to bring about the 
decommissioning of the IRA’s weapons to guarantee the end to the violence. The 
result has been a lengthy stalemate. 

 
Fortunately, this is not the whole story. Eventually in 1998, the Unionists made a 
leap of trust (albeit hedged) in agreeing to share power before the start of 
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decommissioning in order to help break the deadlock. This was not least because 
there was a huge amount of pressure on both parties to achieve a cooperative 
solution. Yet the problems were far from over. On 30th January 2000 Martin 
McGuinness of Sinn Fein said that the IRA was not about to decommission: 

 
Because they don’t trust the British, because they don’t trust the Unionists, 
because they don’t trust those that they have been engaged in conflict with for 
the last thirty years 3. 

 
Hopefully, the peace process will continue to move forward and as the parties 
begin the process of cooperating with one another and sharing power properly, this 
will help to instil the confidence to help them to start to trust each other. Lack of 
trust is one of the reasons why progress in the Northern Ireland peace process has 
been so difficult and protracted. Another factor contributing to the slow progress 
may be that some elements of both sides actually have little or no interest in 
trusting the other party. As this article goes to press, the peace process is once 
again in jeopardy as the Unionists say that there has been not enough movement 
from the IRA on decommissioning and the Northern Ireland parliament remains 
suspended. Hopefully the current impasse can be broken as, at the end of the 
day, the two communities have to live with each other. 

 
In fact, many situations in real life (whether in Northern Ireland, business or with 
your neighbour) are not one-off ‘win-lose’ situations where you can just walk away 
afterwards. It only makes sense to ‘beat’ the other party if you are never going to 
have contact with them again. Axelrod4 has shown that in a continuing relationship 
(ie: a large number of repeated interactions in the game of prisoner’s dilemma), 
the best strategy is actually cooperation and not reneging. In the case of Northern 
Ireland the two opposing parties cannot walk away from each other since they 
have to co-exist in the same country and therefore their best strategy, however 
difficult, is to try and come to some form of cooperation. The alternative, as we 
have seen for the last 30 years, has been war.  

 
To achieve that cooperation, a degree of trust is, therefore, an essential ingredient. 
Before we decide to ‘cooperate’ we ask ourselves questions about trust: “If I tell 
my boss about this idea, will he end up taking all the credit? If I share this 
information with my supplier to help him give me a better product, is he likely to 
pass it on to my competitor? If I allow my neighbour to borrow my car to do the 
shopping for both of us, will he look after it properly?”  
 
 
 

TRUST 
CO-OPERATION

 
Trust lubricates cooperation. 
The greater the level of trust… 
the greater the likelihood of cooperation. 
And cooperation itself breeds trust 5. 
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2  What is trust and how can it be created? 
 
2.1 Some definitions 
 
Here are two definitions of trust: 
 
Trust is the intuitive confidence and sense of comfort that comes from the 
belief that we can rely on a person or organisation without thinking about 
them6. 
 
You do not trust a person (or an agency) to do something merely because he 
says he will do it. You trust him only because, knowing what you do of his 
disposition, his available options and their consequences, his ability and so 
forth you expect that he will choose to do it 7. 
 
This confidence or trust in a person or organisation, therefore, is your expectation 
of that person or organisation meeting their obligations and not deceiving you. It 
comes out of what you know or have experienced of them so far. 
 
There is often also an important element of reciprocity in trust. In relationships 
which involve any significant personal interaction, if I am trusted by others, I am 
more likely to trust them. Conversely, if I cooperate because I trust you to 
reciprocate but then you don’t, I am far less likely to cooperate when we next 
meet. In fact: 
 
Trust is extremely fragile…..while it takes time and consistent action to be 
perceived as trustworthy, a single violation of trust can introduce a doubt which 
is difficult to overcome and negate 8. 
 
Trust is also something which we need to continue to practise in a relationship if 
we are not to gradually lose it. People or organisations can change their behaviour 
over time. We realise that and tend to re-evaluate our trust accordingly and 
automatically depending on how recent are our experiences of the other party. 
 
Trust is, therefore, like a renewable resource which atrophies with disuse and 
multiplies with use 9. 
 
Stephen Covey describes the amount of trust that has been built up in a 
relationship as an ‘Emotional Bank Account’10. If you make deposits into the ‘EBA’ 
through keeping commitments, being honest, respectful and kind, you build up a 
reserve of trust and can draw on that account. If you are autocratic, threatening, 
disrespectful, overreact, become arbitrary, ignore the other person or betray their 
trust, then the EBA eventually becomes overdrawn. At that point, you have to be 
careful of everything you say, very little cooperation exists and the relationship is 
filled with tension. A good relationship needs continuing deposits of trust into the 
EBA. 
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2.2 Characteristics of trust 
 
Before we consider what actually creates trust, let us summarise some of the 
characteristics of trust. Those shown below have been adapted from Argandona’s 
framework for characterising trust in business alliances 11: 
 
• Interpersonal – between actual individuals 

• Situational, rather than global – trust is placed in a particular person or group of 
people 

• Voluntary and free – trust should spring from choice and cannot be controlled 

• Committed – each party depends on the other 

• Conscious – each party is aware of the other’s trust 

• Uncertain and vulnerable – the alliance may not work out because of problems 
such as questionable reliability or a breach of trust 

• Relevant – any breach of trust by one party cannot be considered insignificant 
by the other 

• Dynamic – the degree of trust can change over time 

• Action orientated – because any business alliance seeks to achieve practical 
goals 

• Communication based 

• Experimental – based on experience 
 
 
2.3 Types of trust 
 
Trust can be looked at in different ways. In a business or in any other relationship, 
a number of different types of trust have been proposed: 
 
• Calculative trust  

Each party calculates that the other can help it and trusts the other in the hope 
that matters will work out well. This may well involve a risk – benefit 
assessment12. This is related to Mako’s ‘Contractual’ trust13: 
 

• Predictive trust  
Each party believes that the other will behave as it says it will because of their 
past and predictable experience of each other14. 
 

• Motivational or Intentional trust  
Is the other party only looking out for itself or are they motivated towards 
shared gains?15 This is similar to Mako’s ‘Goodwill’ trust16. 
 

• Competence or Capability trust  
Does the other party have the skills and experience to do what they say they 
will do?17

 
• Communication trust  

The extent people are willing to share information18. 
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• Transference or Network trust 
This is where someone you consider trustworthy has trust in a third party, of 
which you have no experience yet, so that you feel that you can trust that third 
party19. 
 

• Friendship   
Each party likes each other as individuals and therefore the trust takes on a 
more personal aspect. This is likely to make the relationship more robust and 
flexible if problems arise20. 

 
Some of these factors provide the basis of trust in more formalised relationships 
which usually are bounded by rules of one form or another, written or unspoken. 
Thus you might trust a doctor to give you an accurate diagnosis and treat you to 
the best of his/her ability. This is based on the fact that you know s/he has had 
extensive training, is regulated by the General Medical Council in the UK, has a 
good reputation and also operates under an ethical code (the Hippocratic oath). In 
return, your doctor expects you to communicate openly and honestly about your 
symptoms so that s/he can make an accurate diagnosis. You might also make a 
similar evaluation as a consumer about whether to trust a retailer when you make 
an important purchase. The retailer then trusts you (or the reference from a credit 
agency) that you can pay for the goods or service. 
 
However, other types of trust, for example, predictive, motivational and friendship 
trusts, are much more dependent on the personal interaction and experience 
between the people in the relationship. In the case of your doctor, you might have 
had to visit him/her many times previously because of your health problems. The 
time you will have spent together, the way you get along with him/her and how 
s/he has helped you in the past, all these will be additional reasons for you to put 
your trust in him/her. When trust is reciprocated at this level, it will lead to much 
more voluntary cooperation and a greater likelihood of time being invested or even 
risks being taken to the potential mutual benefit of both parties. 
 
The next section explores those elements which help to give rise to trust at 
whatever level it might be. 
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2.4 Creating trust 
 
The table below summarises some different models of trust from studies which 
have appeared in journals recently. It is by no means exhaustive but gives an idea 
of the range of elements which various authors believe contribute to the building of 
trust in a relationship. 
 
Table 1: Some models of Trust in Recent Journals 
 

Author/ 
source 

Clark & 
Payne21 Hart22 Cufaude23 Argandona24 Orlikoff25 Kim & 

Mauborgne26

Area / 
Sector 

UK service 
sector 

Financial 
services Associations Business Alliances Health care Change 

management 

• Openness • Effective 
communication 

• Frequency, 
timeliness & 
forthrightness of 
communication 

 • Open & honest 
communication 

• Engaging people 
in the process 

• Explaining 
actions and why 

• Loyalty   • Loyalty (truthfulness 
honesty): the person 
does as s/he says 

• Consistency in what 
you say and do 

 

• Integrity  • Honouring 
promises and 
commitments 

• Integrity: responsible, 
ethical & controlled 
behaviour 

• Integrity  

• Personal 
responsibility 

 

 • Not acting 
opportunistically 

 • Fairness & impartiality 

• Good intentions 

 • Fair Process 

 • Investing time in 
relationship 

• Understanding 
other party as 
individuals & their 
roles and 
responsibilities 

 • Familiarity: knowing 
people through 
multiple contacts 

 

• Ability  • Competence to 
get the job done 

• Competence   

 • Benefits of 
relationship are 
seen to be 
maximised 

    

   • Concern about other 
party as a person 

• Commitment to 
care about things 
beyond yourself 

 

 • Building shared 
values 

• Clarity of shared 
purpose, direction 
& vision 

  • Setting clear 
expectations 

TR
U

ST
   

 B
U

IL
D

IN
G

   
 E

LE
M

EN
TS

 

 • Successful 
handling of 
problems 

  • Forgiveness & 
reconciliation 

 

 
The studies in the table above show that the building of trust seems to involve 
many aspects of a relationship. Those elements of trust which emerge as 
particularly important can be grouped as follows: 
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The presence of trust building factors alone is not enough to create trust. The 
willingness of both parties to participate in a relationship of trust is also required 
and they need to have the ability to put their trust in another person (see sections 
7.2 and 7.4) which may be difficult if their trust has been betrayed in the past. 
 
 
2.5  Trust and effective relationships 
 
Relationships Foundation has developed a framework27 28 to help categorise and 
analyse those factors necessary to produce effective relationships. This can also 
be used to give an overall assessment of the importance of trust in a relationship: 
 
Table 2: Relating Trust elements in Table 1 to the Relationships Foundation 

Framework Framework 
  

 FRAMEWORK TRUST ELEMENTS IN TABLE 

Directness 
Quality of the communication 
process 

Open, honest and effective communication. 

Continuity 
Shared time over time 

Frequency of communication, taking time to explain 
and investing time in the relationship.  

Multiplexity 
Depth and breadth of contact 

Understanding the other party and their different 
roles and responsibilities; familiarity through 
multiple contacts. 

Parity 
Participation and fairness 

Fairness, impartiality, engaging people in the 
process, not acting opportunistically, honouring 
promises, doing what you say, integrity, personal 
responsibility, good intentions. 

Commonality and Diversity 
Common objectives and 
constructive diversity 

Shared values, direction, purpose and vision, 
setting expectations, successful handling of 
problems, forgiveness and reconciliation. 

 

TRUST 
BUILDING 
FACTORS

Fairness 
Fair benefits, fair 

treatment & a fair say 

Commitment 
Investing time, effort 
& resources in the 

relationship 

Purpose 
Shared purpose or values (real 
not imposed) with differences 

managed positively 

Competence 
Competence to achieve 
the relationship’s goal 

Integrity 
Honesty & reliability 

Communication 
Spending enough time 

communicating – openly and 
honestly 
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As we see in table 2, the elements needed to create trust thrown up by the studies 
in table 1 are spread across all five dimensions of the Relationship Foundation’s 
framework. 
 
There are just two exceptions, factors which are not explicitly covered by the 
framework above yet appear as elements in the studies on trust. Firstly, there is 
concern about the other party in the relationship as a person (as opposed to their 
role or function) and therefore a commitment to care about things beyond oneself. 
This suggests that to create trust at its best will involve a degree of altruism. 
 
Secondly, when the relationship is a functional one where there are tasks to be 
achieved which involve both parties, then there must be a level of competence 
(knowledge, skills and/or experience) which is at a high enough level to enable you 
to get the job done. If a friend offers to fix the problems with your computer when 
you know he is barely computer literate, then you will not have much trust in him 
being able to do that job (see ‘competence trust’ in section 2.3). 
 
If we accept that Relationships Foundation’s framework covers the majority of the 
preconditions deemed necessary for an effective relationship and that creating 
trust requires attention to most aspects of a relationship (table 2), then trust is not 
a simple factor to be treated in isolation from the other preconditions. In fact, the 
creation of trust appears to be bound up with those same factors or preconditions 
that lead to a good relationship. Perhaps we could even consider trust as the 
outcome of a good relationship.  
 
Determining the level of trust in a relationship, therefore, could perhaps be 
the single most important indicator of whether a good or effective 
relationship exists. 
 
 
2.6 The influence of culture on trust 
 
Although many elements for creating trust are universal, different cultures or 
groups will have different values and, therefore, place different weights according 
to which elements they feel are crucial to a trusting relationship. In one culture, 
openness may not be highly valued but showing respect might be crucial. Their 
understanding of what brings about that element of trust may also vary. For 
example, one group’s idea of fairness, good communication or even honesty might 
be very different from another’s. 
 
Different cultures will also be predisposed to laying emphasis on different types of 
trust29. For instance, if a culture tolerates a wide range of behaviours and 
opinions, predictive trust may be difficult. In a culture which shies away from risk, 
competence or capability will be a major ingredient for building up trust. 
 
It is important, therefore, to take cultural factors into account when trying to build 
a relationship of trust. 
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This summary is provided with 
compliments from Ci and 
Relationships Foundation. 
 
The full Guide to Trust is available 
from www.careerinnovation.com. 
 
It includes case studies, statistics 
and examples that help illustrate 
the ‘business case’ for investing in 
trust and high-quality 
relationships within and between 
organisations. 
 
The Guide also reviews the impact 
of information technology on trust. 
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6 When trust is not an asset 
 

Too much trust can actually be a bad thing 
- a polity of suckers is no better than a nation of cynics.30. 

 
We have looked at some of the benefits of trust. However, trust can, in certain 
circumstances, be bad for society and the converse, a degree of mistrust, can be 
quite healthy: 
 
Trust is not always an unalloyed good, and many forms of trust are literally 
anti-social in that they constitute conspiracies against other people or against 
moral principles. Organised crime is one extreme example, [business] cartels 
are another, and groups like Freemasons are a third. Healthy societies depend 
on mistrust as well as trust…..trust is not a virtue [in itself]. It is one possible 
means to virtuous ends.31

 
There are certain areas in our society where trust would be entirely inappropriate, 
in particular, where objectivity and evidence based criteria take precedence. This is 
the case for scientific investigation and research, criminal and other legal 
proceedings and audits (financial or otherwise). The collapse of Enron at the end 
of 2001 was not helped by the inappropriate degree of trust by Arthur Andersen in 
the client. It cost both organisations their existence32. 
 
The promises of politicians, especially when there is an election coming up, are a 
good example of when a degree of mistrust might be very healthy. 
 
In any new relationship, there will be an initial period where both sides closely 
monitor each other until trust builds up bit by bit as we will see in the next section. 
 
Countries such as Germany and Japan have, until very recently, been held up as 
examples of flourishing business economies which observers such as Fukyama33 
and Morton34 say have been a result of the level of social trust in these countries. 
However recent events in Japan, where the economic bubble has burst, have put a 
question mark over the degree to which trust and consensus are healthy, 
particularly if that trust relationship is abused to the detriment of other parties or 
groups. In Japan, to quote Jonathan Rauch35: 
 
“….trust and personal ties are coins of the realm…..relationships are 
power…..to get things done you must build relationships, earn loyalty, develop 
trust and pay your dues.” 
 
All this tends to result in a high level of trust in Japanese relationships. Rauch 
explains how this makes it very difficult for a newcomer to enter this ‘cosy’ system 
as it takes a great deal of investment of time and effort. It also makes it difficult to 
bring about changes in the way things are done or to innovate. This is because the 
high levels of trust and consensus make it hard for people to bring differing 
opinions or ideas to any discussion. Any outsider or newcomer to one of these 
close systems of relationships, who tries to introduce new ideas, will tend to be 
ignored. Once you are a part of one of these systems then whether as a farmer, 
retailer or banker, the mutual back scratching does not encourage any change or 
upheaval. The cosiness and inherent trust in such relationship systems can 
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encourage the wrong sort of favours between parties - deals which exclude the 
‘little guys’, the outsiders and the newcomers. For instance, Nomura Securities, 
which was the world’s largest brokerage business, was discovered to have 
refunded its largest customers $120million for the losses they had made on the 
stock market, so important were these relationships. Nomura, therefore, effectively 
provided these important customers with a risk free investment. These refunds 
were made at the expense of other smaller customers’ and foreigners’ accounts. 
 
Since then, over the last few years, quite a number of the cosy relationships 
between government and business and also between large business organisations 
have been shown to cover up not only poor performance but also malpractice and 
fraud. It has also stifled competition so that the Japanese consumer has often had 
to put up with a lower range of services at higher costs than a Western 
counterpart. 
 
This is not to say that the benefits of trust that have been set out throughout this 
article cannot be real. However, it does suggest that we should always ask the 
question as to who exactly we are putting our trust in, on what basis and why. 
Networks of trust relationships should not be bringing benefits at the expense of 
other third parties who are, as a result, being exploited. Such practices usually end 
up being broken up sooner or later, often at great costs to the participants. In 
Japan, not only has this resulted in a lot of apologising by business leaders 
recently but there has also been an unprecedented number of business collapses, 
of which a significant number, directly or indirectly, are a consequence of these 
too cosy relationships. 
 
The situation is therefore a little more complicated than Fukuyama and Morton 
would appear to have us believe. Placing trust in another person or organisation 
does bring with it its risks. It should be carefully considered in light of the 
knowledge and experience you have of the other party and the effects and 
consequences that this level of trust might have on others elsewhere. 
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7 Some practical guidelines for relationships of trust   
 
Whether we are selling a political message or a packet of cereal, everyone in 
the communications business is now faced with a fundamental decline in 
trust… You can have all the facts and figures, all the supporting evidence, all 
the endorsement you want, but if you don’t command trust, you won’t get 
anywhere. And trust of course is the one thing that can’t be built in a one-off 
spate of advertising. Trust is built over the long-term, on the basis not of 
communication but of action. And then again, trust, once established, can be 
lost in an instant – one ill-judged remark and its gone forever. 
 
This quote36 by Niall Fitzgerald, Chairman of Unilever, refers to organisations but 
also applies at an individual level. 
 

 
7.1 When is trust appropriate? 
 
Experte credite    (Trust one who has proved it – Virgil37) 
 
Trust in someone else or another organisation may not always be appropriate. How 
do you make a decision as to whether someone is trustworthy or not? Information 
is key as O’Neill pointed out in her 2002 Reith lectures: 
 
Our ambition is not to place trust blindly, as small children do, but with good 
judgement. In judging whether to place our trust in other’s words or 
undertakings, or to refuse that trust, we need information and the means to 
judge that information……..Reasonably placed trust requires not only 
information about the proposals or undertakings that others put forward, but 
also information about those who put them forward. Gullible people who put 
their trust eagerly in blind dates, or pyramid selling schemes, or snake oil 
merchants and other purveyors of sure-fire magic do so on the basis of 
patently inadequate evidence about those who make the proposals they 
accept.38

 
Here are some other factors to consider: 
 
• 
• 
• 
• 

Review your own track record or experience of the person/organisation. 
Look for recommendations (or referrals) especially from those you trust. 
Check the reputation of that person or organisation in the outside world. 
Weigh up the Risk equation. What might be the cost if the relationship breaks 
down? Balance this against the benefits you might lose if you don’t trust each 
other. 

 
 
7.2 Building Trust with other individuals and organisations 39

 
First learn to trust yourself. It is difficult to have a trusting relationship with others 
until you can do this. When you start to feel that you, yourself, are dependable and 
reliable, this gives you more confidence to trust others who then start to see you 
as trustworthy. 
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An ability to trust enables you to take the first step to start to show trust to another 
person. If this trust is shown to be warranted and it is also reciprocated, then it 
can be built up gradually. For a new employee, for instance, you might start by 
keeping a close eye on them, trusting them with relatively small responsibilities or 
low risk tasks. As they begin to demonstrate their performance and dependability, 
these responsibilities can be gradually increased. The same principle can be 
applied to a new customer or supplier. You wouldn’t immediately want to share 
highly confidential information in a new relationship until you felt a substantial level 
of trust had been built up. 
 
It should be remembered that it can be hard for some people to place their trust in 
another if they have experienced betrayal in other trusting relationships (see 
section 7.4). 
 
If you want to build up trust in a relationship which has a specific purpose, then it 
is necessary to have a clear understanding of everybody’s expectations of what 
exactly is to be achieved and agree responsibilities between you and the other 
party. This has been called ‘relationship due diligence’40. 
 
Hagel proposes a check list to address this41: 
 
• 
• 
• 
• 

Expectations must be shared by all parties 
All parties must be sufficiently motivated to deliver against expectations 
All parties must have the requisite capabilities to deliver against expectations 
Notification mechanisms must be in place to provide early warning of any 
potential shortfalls in performance or abuse of privileged access. 

 
If your expectations are set too high or are unrealistic, you will probably end up 
disappointed and trust is unlikely to develop. 
 
 
7.3 The capacity to maintain relationships of trust 
 
There is a limit to the number of people with whom you can develop trust. 
Developing trusting relationships takes time. As Charles Handy points out, this can 
have a consequence for organisational structure and development: 
 
How many people can you know well enough to trust? Probably not more than 
50 at most. Organisational units must become smaller and more stable so that 
people can get to know each other over time. Teams are now the fashion, but 
for teams to stay together the teams have to be flexible enough to tackle a 
range of tasks. Trust, therefore, leads to a demand for constant updating and 
re-education 42. 
 
 
7.4 When trust is breached 
 
Fallen blossoms do not return to branches 
A broken mirror does not again reflect   Japanese proverb 
 
Dennis and Michelle Reina’s experience of working on organisational trust suggests 
that any abuse of trust should be confronted as it occurs43. Betrayal destroys the 
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trust you have in yourself as well as the trust you have in others. It not only harms 
the individual but it also destroys the health of the organisation. 
 
Betrayals can take many forms. They might be minor or major, unintentional or 
deliberate. A minor, unintentional betrayal would normally merit a different 
response from a major abuse of trust. If trust has been badly violated, then it can 
be extremely difficult to repair the situation so that the relationship returns to the 
way it was before that breach of trust. There is often ‘no going back’. The Reinas 
have proposed a way to tackle a betrayal of trust in the workplace and where 
possible, rebuild it. This is summarised below: 
 
1. Observe what has happened, realise the damage it has done to you and seek 

help from those who can help you deal with your feelings. 
2. Look at what you can learn about yourself and others from the experience. 

Review the situation to see if it could have been managed differently and take 
responsibility for your own part in the process. 

3. Forgive the other person and yourself and decide how you will behave 
differently the next time the situation occurs. 

4. Move on. 
 
 
7.5  Trust creators and breakers in organisations and the role of 

leadership 
 
Earlier on in this review we looked at some models of how trust is created in 
relationships. Outlined below are some of those factors that help build up trust 
within an organisation and those that can breed mistrust. It should be emphasised 
that many of these trust ‘creators’ are difficult to bring about in isolation. They can 
be fostered and encouraged but at a more fundamental level they ‘fall out’ of an 
organisation’s core values and ethos which, in turn, are set by its leaders. Trust, 
therefore, requires leadership and as Prusak and Cohen explain, this is an 
essential investment in the social capital of businesses so that they thrive44: 
 
[Leaders] can give people reasons to trust one another instead of reasons to 
watch their backs. They can refuse to reward successes that are built on 
untrusting behaviour. And they can display trust and trustworthiness in their 
own actions, both personally and on behalf of the company.  
 
It is also crucial for leaders to do what they say they will do. A major source of 
distrust is rhetoric. This is often exemplified by leaders in business, government or 
any group who wish to communicate a message or present an image. Often in 
these cases, only lip service is paid to what is preached. ‘People are our most 
important assets’ has been one such statement which has invited scorn from the 
employees in certain companies. There can also be a credibility gap between what 
is being said and the reality of the situation. Herriot et al give some examples of 
these ‘credibility gaps’ which can be found in business organisations45: 
 
• Old employees cannot all be bad when we have to bring back those who 

were sacked because their experience is indispensable. 
• If we are all valued human resources, why are we being burned out rather 

than developed? 
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• If we are all supposed to share the same values, why is it only top 
management’s values that are on offer? 

• If it is equal misery and equal ultimate cake for all, why are top 
management awarded obscene golden handshakes and monster share 
options, while [other employees] get outplacement (if lucky) and inflation-
linked rises only? 

 
People start to lose their trust in an organisation when the words spoken and 
values espoused by its leader(s) do not conform to what is actually happening in 
that organisation. 
 
Some Trust creators 
 

 Be appropriately transparent 
 Show respect 
 Have ethical standards in place 
 Show understanding 
 Communicate clearly, realistically and honestly 
 Do as you say 
 Divide benefits fairly 
 Allow others a fair say (input and decision making) 
 Set out expectations and risks clearly 
 Share information 
 Align values and goals 
 Have the willingness to tackle awkward questions and admit mistakes 
 Demonstrate the skills and experience required 
 Help others extend their skills and experience 
 Give appropriate praise and constructive feedback 
 Include relationship building skills in recruitment criteria 

 
 
Some Trust breakers 
 

 Deceiving others 
 Having hidden agendas 
 Inconsistent messages coming from the management 
 Having inconsistent standards 
 Tolerating poor behaviour 
 Giving false feedback 
 Failing to trust others 
 Ignoring rumours 
 Breaking confidentiality 
 Consistent corporate under performance measured against the 

expectations of senior management 
 Lack of user-friendly complaints or grievance procedures 
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8 Conclusion 
 
To trust or not to trust can be a difficult question. Trust is not always appropriate. 
When it is, it involves a leap of faith from what we know now to what we hope will 
happen in the future. Trust is often based on past experience, reputation and any 
other evidence that gives you a feeling of confidence in another person or 
organisation. Trust starts small and, if nurtured and not abused, grows over time.  
 
Trust is complex because human beings and organisations are all different and the 
ways they interact are complicated. So there are many different variables that 
impact on trust. There are factors which directly build up or break down trust. Then 
there is also the wider environment in which these factors operate. An individual’s 
or organisation’s values and the ambient culture, for example, are very influential 
on trust. Measures can, therefore, be taken to create and encourage trust, 
particularly by those in positions of leadership or responsibility. 
 
If trust is betrayed, the costs can be high and the result a changed, if not, broken 
relationship. Yet with time, effort and understanding, it can sometimes be rebuilt 
given the right circumstances. 
 
We probably cannot live without some degree of trust. Our lives and relationships 
are too complex to monitor and control completely. Too much control and not 
enough trust leads to inflexibility, inefficiency and a lack of innovation. 
 
Trust allows us to share information and responsibilities for our mutual benefit 
whilst giving us the freedom to get on with our own work and life without worrying 
too much over the part others play. Trust, therefore, makes our interactions with 
each other more effective and creative. It not only rewards our business dealings 
but also enriches our personal life. 
 
In conclusion, trust is probably the single most important indicator of a successful 
relationship. 
 

© Mark Scholefield 2004 
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