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TRUST MEANS THE ABSENCE OF FEAR
By James E. Lukaszewski, ABC, APR, Fellow PRSA

Let’s cut right to the chase.  The most powerful ingredient in establishing trust is advance information, generally provided through some form of communication—perhaps person-to-person, at first, and then followed by appropriate behaviors, collateral communication, and performance.  Trust is damaged or destroyed primarily through the intentional or careless withholding of advance information, or information that negligently arrives too late to prevent injury, embarrassment, humiliation, or victimization.  Unlike the word “reputation,” which is really a public relations concept, “trust” is a powerful management word.  All managers understand it, recognize its power, and know when they are damaging or breaking a trust relationship.  Most of us learn what trust means from our mothers.  As it happens, trust is the most fragile and volatile ingredient in any relationship, and depends on communication.
Before we walk through some interesting observations on the relationship between communication and trust, let’s examine some important definitions:

· Trust:  generally the absence of fear, the feeling of reliance and that adverse situations, pain, or mistakes will be mitigated or pre-empted in a relationship of trust.

· Fear:  the absence of trust.
· Candor:  truth with an attitude, told immediately, truth plus the facts, truth plus some perspective, truth that reflects that there may be other observations on the same set of circumstances and facts, but from different credible points of reference.

· Credibility:  always conferred by others on those whose past behavior, track record, and accomplishments warrant it.

· Crisis:  a massive, sudden loss or suspension of trust, usually caused by trust busting behaviors.
· Integrity:  uncompromising adherence to a known code of values that guides decisions in the right directions, especially when there are conflicts or dilemmas.

· Sympathy:  the ongoing often continuous verbalization of regret, embarrassment, or concern, i.e., feeling truly sorry for someone who is about to be shot, but stepping out of the way before the bullets arrive.

· Empathy:  action to relieve or mitigate someone’s adversity.  Helpful actions that speak louder than words.  Taking the bullets for someone else.
· Truth:  15% facts and data, and 85% emotion and perception.

Trust is based more on the absence of adverse behaviors than on a checklist of specific positive actions.  I prefer this approach because it is easier to convince those in positions of authority and power to avoid situations, decisions, and actions they readily recognize as trust busters than to establish a glowing list of wonderful behaviors that people may have difficulty discussing over lunch, in a meeting, or at home with their families.  As you examine the partial list of trust busting behaviors that follows, each item on the list has at least one crucially destructive, negative communication component.  More importantly, each of these behaviors turns out to be intentional.  Those with power and authority know when they are breaking trust, and the are quite puzzled when no one calls them on it.  Because behaviors such as these go unchallenged, they continue to occur.  “Nobody said anything,” said the perpetrator.
1. Arrogance:  the absence of empathy.  Taking action without consulting those directly or indirectly affected.  Making decisions unilaterally, without important input from key partners.

2. Broken Promises:  one of the crucial bases of trust is that each party can rely on the commitments of the other, both implied and explicit.  When those commitments are broken without prior notification, understanding, explanation, and warning, the first element of the relationship to suffer is trust.  Losing the safety of commitment can call into question most other elements of the relationship as well.

3. Creating Fear:  this usually occurs when something you do damages or threatens to damage someone’s core values without their permission, knowledge, or participation.  It could be the appearance of deception; it could be the feeling of unreliability in the relationship.

4. Deception:  misleading intentionally through omission, commission, negligence, or incompetence.  In a relationship, deception creates a feeling of separation and distance.  Deception also creates a sense of disappointment because the individual, product, company, or organization failed to recognize that, at the very least, there should be a sense of candor between the parties no matter what the circumstance.

5. Denial:  when mistakes are made, errors in judgment occur, a product under-performs, or there is a negative surprise, failing to promptly come forward and relate the circumstances candidly, with empathy for those who are affected, changes a relationship of trust to one of suspicion and caution.

6. Disrespect:  even adversaries can trust each other to some extent, provided there is a sense of respect.  When the reputation of an individual, product, or organization is discredited, minimized, or trivialized, there is a sense of uneasiness and discomfort that often leads to frustration, anger, and outwardly negative response behavior.

7. Holding Back:  the essence of trust is having information or confidence in advance of decisions and circumstances so that no matter what happens, those in the relationship are able to count on the behaviors and attitudes of others in the relationship.  Deliberately withholding information, withholding support, withholding admiration, withholding cooperation and collaboration, but especially withholding information, weakens the relationship.

8. Lies:  often starting with simple misunderstandings, the truth to one individual or organization can seem untruthful to a competitor or competing interest, simply based on the critic’s or competitor’s point of reference in relation to a given set of facts.  Truth can be very complicated.

9. Self-Forgiveness:  irritable reaction to reporters, employees, angry neighbors, and victims’ families when they ask for help, information, explanation, or apology.  Symptoms of self-forgiveness include self-serving phrases like “After all we’ve done for these people …,” “They should have known better.”  “We don’t deserve to be treated this badly.”  Self-forgiveness destroys trust.

There is always a reason why trust evaporates or diminishes.  The explanation for loss of trust lies somewhere in the mix of these behaviors.  Maintaining trust requires constant analysis of relationships to identify, eliminate, and avoid negative behaviors, confusion, lack of information, negative attitudes, and unexpected outcomes.  Communication us the most powerful tool for establishing, maintaining, and repairing trust.
Failure to communicate is toxic to trust.

Brief Biography

James E. Lukaszewski, ABC, APR, Fellow PRSA, helps clients deal with touchy, sensitive, high-profile situations.  Jim’s new book, Why Should the Boss Listen to You, published by Jossey-Bass, is now available in bookstores.  Contact Jim directly at 651.286.6788, or visit his Web site at www.e911.com.  E-mail him at jel@e911.com.

Copyright © 2008, James E. Lukaszewski.  All right reserved.

Reproduction without written permission is strictly prohibited.
Copyright © 2009, James E. Lukaszewski.  All right reserved.

Reproduction without written permission is strictly prohibited.

