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In a Nutshell
Jack Welch says that it is enormously powerful in an organization, and that people will not do their best
without it.1 Management guru, Warren Bennis, calls it the major leadership challenge of today and tomorrow. 2
Why is trust so important? How can managers build trust?
Interpersonal trust promotes creativity, conflict management, empowerment, teamwork, and leadership
during times of uncertainty and change. A culture of trust is a valuable asset for the organizations that are able
to develop it.
Characteristics of trustworthy managers include integrity, reliability, fairness, caring, openness, competence
and loyalty. Organizational actions and policies that promote a culture of trust include investing in employees,
promoting open communication, behaving in an ethical and socially responsible manner and providing a
measure of job security.
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Trusting Dan Rather
Whether it was due to incompetence, a political agenda or unconscious bias, Dan Rather has undermined
viewers' trust in him and CBS News. Earlier this month, Dan Rather announced that CBS News was in
possession of documents that portrayed President Bush's service in the National Guard in a very unfavorable
light. CBS News' efforts to authenticate the documents were very poor. It will be difficult for CBS News to
retain Dan Rather as their anchor because news reports are only useful to the extent that we trust the source.
Rather exacerbated the problem by qualifying his apology for the false reports. He argued that even though
the documents in question are fakes, the thrust of the story (that Bush received preferential treatment while in the
Guard) was correct. Excuses don't repair trust; sincere apologies and reparations do.
What Trust Is
Trust is an expectation that another party will not allow you to be harmed at a time when you are
vulnerable. Your willingness to trust another party is affected by your history with that party and your
personality.
www.wright.edu/~scott.williams/LeaderLetter/trust.htm
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To a large degree, trust is a history-dependent phenomenon. Obviously, we cannot trust strangers as much
as we can trust people we have long-standing relationships with. As we become more familiar with an
individual or a group, we gradually allow ourselves to be vulnerable to them. We share our personal concerns.
We will do a favor for them because we expect them to be willing to return it one day. We rely on the
information they give us to make decisions that we are held accountable for. As long as no injury comes from
that vulnerability, our trust increases. However, some individuals and groups violate our trust. We allow
ourselves to be vulnerable, and they take advantage of us or let us down. The information they provide to us
proves to be unreliable or misleading. They use the information we share with them in a way that harms us. As
a result of our distrust for that party, we are less inclined to cooperate with them, we have to verify what they tell
us, and we are careful not to share too much information with them.
The propensity to trust others is also a personality trait. Aside from our experiences with other parties,
some of us tend to generally be more willing to trust others. At one extreme, some people are too cynical or
controlling and therefore unwilling to trust others. At the other extreme, some people are naïve or gullible. Of
course, most of us are willing to exhibit some trust of others until given a good reason not to.
back to the top
The Benefits of Trust
As Jack Welch indicates, trust in organizations is enormously powerful. Individuals who trust the people
they work with are self-assured, open and honest, willing to take risks, less resistant to change, and inclined to
act in a trustworthy manner. Trust is empowering. In contrast, individuals who distrust the people they work
with tend to be less productive because they feel unsupported and alone, they do not believe what they are told
and therefore often do not listen, and they must take time to corroborate what they have been told before they
can believe it.
A major advantage to interpersonal trust is information sharing and collaboration. When people trust that
they will be given credit for their ideas and that sensitive information that they share will be kept confidential,
they are more inclined to discuss their creative ideas and personal goals and concerns. Such an open
environment is the ideal context for developing innovative ideas and resolving conflicts with "win-win"
solutions. Managers who trust their subordinates are more inclined to delegate tasks to them, and subordinates
who trust their managers are more comfortable taking on the additional responsibility even when there is some
risk of failure. Such subordinates know that their mistakes will be treated as learning opportunities rather than
threats to their careers.
Trust is fundamental to leadership during times of change and uncertainty. Leaders who have established
trust among their followers are able to direct them with less resistance. On the other hand, it is much riskier to
follow a leader that you do not trust when you are in unfamiliar circumstances. Followers go above and beyond
the call of duty for leaders they trust. Followers only do what they have to for leaders they do not trust.
You can see how valuable it is to have a high level of trust throughout an organization. Trust is part of an
organization's "social capital," and can be a very valuable intangible asset. Social capital promotes cooperation,
commitment, extra effort, continuous improvement and information exchange, which can all help an
organization survive and achieve a competitive advantage. Thus, it is well worth the effort to build a culture of
trust.
back to the top
How to Build Trust
Several characteristics of good managers engender trust from the individuals and teams that they lead:
Integrity. Exhibiting basic honesty and moral character are keys to demonstrating that you are
trustworthy. A person of character can be trusted to do what is right even when there is "no controlling
legal authority" because they are guided by internal standards.
Reliability. Trustworthy people are consistent, dependable and stable. Their actions are congruent with
the values and principles they espouse. They keep their promises.
Fairness. Being fair means making unbiased decisions and not taking advantage of people just because
they are in a weaker bargaining position. But, being perceived as fair also requires managing others'
www.wright.edu/~scott.williams/LeaderLetter/trust.htm
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perceptions. In order to be perceived as fair, a manager should make standards clear and take the time to
explain decision-making processes to the people affected by them.
Caring. We have all been taught to make rational business decisions and to not let our emotions bias our
decision-making processes. Rationality is important, but emotions shouldn't be completely ignored. The
most trustworthy managers are the ones we can talk to about our worries and frustrations because they
care. In contrast, impervious managers show they have no interest in hearing about what concerns us, and
we do not trust or feel close to them. They treat us like nonhuman resources, and we will not go above
and beyond the call of duty for them.
Openness. Trustworthy managers keep confidences, but they do not keep harmful secrets or have hidden
agendas. Open information sharing is a reciprocal process. We tend to withhold information from people
who seem to resist opening up to us.
Competence. Trustworthy managers perform their roles competently. Subordinates do not put their faith
in incompetent managers, even if those managers are fair and caring.
Loyalty. Trustworthy managers also show through their actions that they are willing to protect and
defend their subordinates when they make mistakes or during times of crisis. This kind of trust is
particularly important during times of innovation and change because of their inherent risks.
The policies and actions of organizations as a whole also affect how much organization members trust their
organization. The following are actions and policies organizations can use to promote trust among employees:
Invest in employees. Provide training and development experiences for employees. Provide benefits
packages that symbolize a concern for employees and their families, such as maternity/paternity leave and
elder care.
Promote open communication. Practice an "open door" policy that permits all employees to share their
concerns with management. Regularly survey employees to obtain their input and respond to the survey's
findings.
Behave in an ethical and socially responsible manner. By taking the initiative to be a good corporate
citizen, organizations demonstrate integrity and caring.
Provide job security. Layoffs breed distrust. We invest a certain amount of our careers, psychological
identity, and personal lives in the organizations that we work for. Such investment leaves us vulnerable.
It may be impossible or unwise for employers to offer employees lifetime employment (tenured faculty
notwithstanding). Nevertheless, reasonable efforts to ensure a degree of job security will promote trust.
For the sake of trust, organizations that need to reduce their workforce should consider alternatives to
layoffs even if they are more expensive.
back to the top
How to Repair Trust3
When trust has been violated in an important relationship, it should be repaired. In short, the process of
repairing trust requires the "violator" to apologize, ask for forgiveness, and make reparations. Not all
relationships survive violations of trust. The "victim" has to believe that the benefits of being in the relationship
justify the work required to repair the trust. Victims often find that it makes more sense to develop entirely new
relationships by, for instance, requesting a transfer or leaving the firm. However, if the victim (a) is willing to
put in the time and energy, (b) perceives the potential value derived from the relationship, and (c) does not have
better options, the following steps will help violators repair the trust that they have damaged.
Steps to Take
1. Acknowledge that a violation of trust has occurred.
2. Determine, from the victim's perspective, the exact nature of the violation and what event caused it.
3. Admit that the event destroyed trust.
4. Accept responsibility for the violation. Debating or denying responsibility impedes repair.
5. Offer to make reparations.
Possible Victim Reactions
www.wright.edu/~scott.williams/LeaderLetter/trust.htm
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The victim refuses to reestablish the relationship. If this happens, determine why and address those
problems:
If the apology is perceived as incomplete or insufficient, repeat steps 1-4 above.
If the victim thinks the relationship is not worth it, spell out the potential value to be derived from
the relationship.
The victim grants forgiveness, but asks for unreasonable reparations or other terms for
reestablishing the relationship. If this happens, the relationship will end unless mutually acceptable
conditions can be negotiated.
The victim grants forgiveness and specifies reasonable acts of reparation. As long as the violator
carries out the acts of reparation in a manner that indicates he or she is sincere, trust will be repaired.
The victim grants forgiveness and indicates that no further reparations are necessary. This, of
course, indicates successful repair of trust.
Aftermath
Even when forgiveness has been granted and reparations have been made, relationships do not always
"return to normal" after violations of trust. The violator often has lingering feelings of guilt, embarrassment and
self-consciousness when around the victim. It may take time for the victim's emotions to wane as well. The
victim may also be hyper-vigilant to the violator in the
future.
In Summary ...
Trust is too valuable an asset to be taken for granted. It's very difficult to negotiate organizational change
or do collaborative work without it. While it may take weeks, months or years to develop it, a single violation
can damage it. Fortunately, trust can be repaired if the violator will own up to it and make reparations.
back to the top
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About the Photo
AP Photo, e-mailed to me September 29, 2004 from Yahoo! News (http://news.yahoo.com).
About the Newsletter and Subscriptions
LeaderLetter is written by Dr. Scott Williams, Department of Management, Raj Soin College of Business,
Wright State University, Dayton, Ohio. It is a supplement to my MBA 751 - Managing People in Organizations
class. It is intended to reinforce the course concepts and maintain communication among my former MBA 751
students, but anyone is welcome to subscribe. In addition, subscribers are welcome to forward this newsletter to
anyone who they believe would have an interest in it. To subscribe, simply send an e-mail message to me
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requesting subscription. Of course, subscriptions to the newsletter are free. To unsubscribe, e-mail a reply
indicating that you would like to unsubscribe.
back to the top
E-mail Your Comments
Whether you are one of my former students or not, I invite you to share any insights or concerns you have
regarding the topic of this newsletter or any other topic relating to management skills. Please e-mail them to
me. Our interactions have been invaluable. I learn a lot from LeaderLetter subscribers! Let's keep the
conversation going.
A Good, Clean Joke
A woman was walking down the street when she saw a man walking a three legged pig. She thinks to
herself, "That's odd." She decides to ask the man about the pig. "Excuse me sir, can you tell me why it is you are
walking down the street with a pig that only has three legs?"
"Why certainly," the man says. "I'm a farmer, and this here is a special pig."
"What makes it so special?" the woman asks.
"Well, the other day, we came across a school bus full of children that had flipped over in a ditch and this
pig ran down and dragged all of the children out to safety. And just a few days ago, I fell into the lake and
would've drown had it not been for this pig going in to save me."
"That's remarkable. But, why does he only have three legs?" the woman asks.
"You see, ma'am," the farmer starts, "a pig this special isn't eaten all at once."
back to the top
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