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INTRODUCTION


THIS BOOK ABOUT trusted leadership is a surprising, accidental byproduct of the work Rob was doing around the skills of trusted advisors (the topic of his first book, with David Maister and Charles Green). Rob was teaching in a series of executive programs jointly delivered by the graduate business schools at Columbia and Kellogg/Northwestern, for the executives of a single firm. In each of those thirty sessions, he asked the participants to rank themselves—and then rank their colleagues—on how trusted they were as advisors to clients and customers. The striking results of that particular survey question, repeated every single time, session after session, was that a sizable percentage of the respondents had little or no confidence in their own partners’ abilities to build trust! If such a gap in the level of trust existed inside the upper levels of an organization, Rob wondered, how could the organization ever develop the trust of its customers?

That question led us to explore just how to create and sustain trust among the members of a single organization. This challenge affects companies large and small, centralized and decentralized, global and local, and in our own work in recent years with and for companies of all sizes and shapes, we’ve personally learned a great deal. We wrote this book because we feel strongly that creating a community of trusted leaders who can then help trust permeate through all levels of an organization—particularly in today’s business context—is critical to every company’s long-term survival and success.

We wrote this book because even though there has been a great deal published about the role of the leader in creating a successful company, no one has ever given due credit to the important implications of having an organization with a trusted leader. A lot of literature addresses trust in families, between friends, and in society, as well as trust—and the related loyalty—between company and client. But trusted leadership—the force that guides and builds trust inside companies, between employees, between senior managers, across levels and departments—hasn’t received nearly as much attention. Part of the reason is a widespread misconception that trust is trust, and that if you understand the dynamics of trust in one arena, you’ll understand them in any other. This is simply not so. Just to cite one example, consider the relationship between company and client. If trust breaks down, one party or another can usually exit the relationship, perhaps not without some difficulty, but with few, if any, long-term aftereffects. “That relationship is over, but no worries; there are other, similar, vendors (or suppliers, or consultants, or what-have-you).” Trust issues inside an organization, however, more closely resemble the relationships in families living under one roof. Individuals usually can’t just walk away and forget, and every action or reaction has a lasting ripple effect.

Yet trust issues inside organizations don’t completely mirror those among family members either. Trust inside has its own unique set of dynamics. They are not widely understood, yet they are vitally important. Today’s customer demands, the pressures to succeed competitively, and the new “employment contract” (the reality that there is no “employment contract” anymore) mean that trusted leadership is more important now than ever before. We have come to believe that creating organizations that are bound by strong, deep connections between peers, across levels, and across functions may be the only recipe for sustainable success.

Trusted leadership is not a “new economy” versus “old economy” issue. Nor is it an issue that is solely the challenge of running a large company versus a smaller-sized entity. Our background research and review of trust-related episodes at a number of companies (ranging from $20 million technology firms to $20 billion multinationals) demonstrate that trusted leadership is, above all, an issue of human interaction, and, as such, requires constant and vigilant treatment.

Trust is intangible—like culture—but it is useful to think of it as an “outcome” that results from very tangible processes. There are management tools you can use to become a trusted leader, and established, proven methods for sustaining trust inside and for repairing once-trusting relationships that have broken down.

The Trusted Leader is primarily for people in senior leadership roles. It is presented in five parts. The first part, “An Overview of Trusted Leadership” (Chapters 1 through 4), defines trust inside, the characteristics and competencies of the trusted leader, and the natural enemies of trust, in broad strokes. It also includes a self-assessment drill, to help you define where you are in your efforts to become a trusted leader and build trust inside your organization. (We’re list-happy, and we like to put our readers through the occasional exercise.) In Part Two, “Identifying and Applying the Tools of Trusted Leaders” (Chapters 5 and 6), we identify and demonstrate the tools of trust-building on personal relationships inside the organization and relationships between leaders and the organization. Part Three, “How Trusted Leaders Work” (Chapters 7 through 9), drills down into what trust looks like—and how it can be created, reinforced, and strengthened—across levels, functions, and locations. Part Four, “Defining Moments” (Chapters 10 through 12), identifies those critical junctures when trusted leadership is tested, and also pinpoints specific opportunities for building trust inside. In Part Five, “Building Trust in Perspective” (Chapters 13 and 14), we take a longer, more personal view, examining in detail how trust breaks down, what a leader can do in a situation where trust must be rebuilt, and also what it means to build a legacy of trust. Finally, in the Afterword, you will find information about how you can participate in our ongoing research on trust after you have read this book.

All of the advice we offer is “pressure-tested.” That is, it comes directly out of our research and work with companies of varying sizes that have experienced the pressures of roller-coaster change, market uncertainties, and strategic and operational turmoil. It comes out of leadership mistakes and successes we have observed. It also comes out of our own personal experiences as top managers working with middle managers and front-line employees. The real case examples we present throughout the book provide a level of detail that paints a clearer picture than a generic description ever could. Some are disguised (to protect both the innocent and the guilty), some are directly reported by the people involved. Some are several cases merged into one to emphasize a particular insight. They’re all true, and we hope you think they’re as compelling as we do in their illustrations of our theories.

We should note that in the course of our writing this book, the Enron case rose to the fore, calling into question the very essence of trusted leadership. It was followed shortly thereafter by revelations at Global Crossing, Adelphia Communications, Tyco, World Com, and others. We haven’t dwelt on those cases, but we have included examples that are representative of some of the problems that those companies experienced, particularly since, to us, Enron’s saga is, for example, the Perfect Storm of how trusted leadership goes awry. One of the most interesting aspects of that debacle has been its effects on Arthur Andersen and many other entities. (To be sure, this book does rest on the premise that the reader is trustworthy. In no way are we attempting to show people how to feign trustworthiness!)

September 11, 2001, also hadn’t happened when we began to write. That tragic event has had a profound, enduring effect on how employers and employees think about what trust represents within organizations. It has highlighted the responsibilities of leaders and companies regarding the personal safety and emotional well-being of their employees. The influence of that horrific day and the issues it rediscovered are throughout the book, most prominently in the chapter on trust in times of crisis.

The ongoing issues of trust and trusted leadership in organizations have led us to create a Web site, thetrustedleader.com. We invite you to visit us there in order to contribute to the conversation. In the meantime, we hope that this book will help you become a better leader, more capable of building and sustaining trust-based organizations than before. With trusted leadership, organizations are better positioned to weather any crises and to seize any opportunities for success in the marketplace over the long term.


PART ONE
AN OVERVIEW
OF TRUSTED
LEADERSHIP






1
What Is Trusted Leadership?


THIS IS A TRUE STORY (with the usual disclaimer—only the names and circumstances have been changed). Dan is the COO of a large public relations firm. A brilliant strategist, he joined the company just six months after its creation, and can truthfully take a great deal of credit for its growth and success. On a personal level, though, he can be difficult to work with. He often doesn’t think before speaking; if something displeases him, he doesn’t hesitate to berate publicly the person he holds responsible. To his mind, these outbursts are like pressure valves. He recovers quickly, and is happy to have a measured discussion with the person in question soon after. His colleagues and direct reports have generally been tolerant of these unfortunate outbursts; after all, he spares no one, and his talent is great.

Recently, though, he exploded at Paula, the firm’s new executive vice president for marketing, in front of her staff and several other function leaders. Finding fault with her perspective on resource allocation for media buys, Dan told her that she “wasn’t ready for prime time,” and that she lacked “any sort of professional perspective.”

Immediately after the meeting, Paula sought counsel with Michael, the company’s head of human resources. Michael was diplomatic—he tried to calm her down by explaining in broad strokes about Dan, and about how the rest of the company generally dealt with him. She said that even if Dan was known for his outbursts, his comments to her, in front of her colleagues and staff, were way out of line. But she asked for confidentiality in her meeting with Michael. After all, she was new to the firm, and she didn’t want to make any waves.

Michael wanted to respect her privacy. At the same time, he was worried that Dan was pushing the limits of the company’s goodwill. Michael decided to discuss the matter privately with the firm’s CEO.

The CEO agreed with Michael; Dan’s behavior would have to change. The two talked about what to do. Michael stressed caution; he thought the best course of action was to wait until Dan’s next regular performance review, which was coming up in three weeks, and to hit the topic hard then. The CEO said she wasn’t sure that was the right path; she told Dan she would think about it and they would talk again.

The next day, however, she went to Dan directly, and brought up the incident with Paula, telling him, in private, that she wanted him to rein in his behavior. Dan asked her how she had heard about what happened; the CEO was vague.

There has been a lot of fallout following that encounter. The atmosphere at the company, for example, has changed entirely, almost overnight. Paula is now virtually silent during senior management meetings. She takes lots of notes, looks angry, but doesn’t say anything. It’s as if her talent and her drive have dried up. Three other senior vice presidents have started having meetings behind closed doors at least once a day. Those meetings are all centered on rumors—who is saying what about whom, whether Dan is going to quit, that kind of thing—but their staff, for the first time, doesn’t know what the meetings are about, and new rumors have started about the company being in trouble. Dan, for his part, seems to have drawn an invisible line through the company. There are some people with whom he is open and friendly (and explosive—his usual self, in other words). And there are other people with whom he won’t speak—mostly Paula’s staff and Paula herself, but also Michael. He makes no effort to hide the fact that he no longer trusts some of his colleagues.

But that isn’t all; the quality of client work has slipped noticeably as well. Several key new clients, in fact, are disappointed with their recent encounters with the firm, and have said so—to the firm, and to colleagues and other stakeholders.

The quality of a company’s work and the quality of internal trust are related. Trust is one of the most valuable, and vulnerable, assets of any organization. When people trust one another, they can work through disagreements—both personal and professional—successfully in the context of the greater fabric of the organization. With trust, employees and leaders work with purpose toward company goals. Over the long term, trust may be the single most significant determinant of a company’s success.

But trust can (and does) melt away in an instant. When a confidence is broken, or one member of the senior management team is excluded from a significant meeting, or employees become aware that their company leaders are saying one thing but doing another, trust is immediately threatened, and often destroyed.

As a leader, you can actively create and sustain trust. The basic tenets of trust are universal, but, in the internal context of organizational leadership, trust has a set of characteristics and enablers that differ substantively from other arenas. In The Trusted Advisor, for example, Rob and his co-authors explored in depth the relationships between company and client, but the realities of building trust with one’s colleagues, bosses, boards of directors, and subordinates require a very different set of tools and techniques from those used with outside clients or customers.

Inside an organization, there is less of a buffer zone than there is when you’re working with an outside client. Interactions are more constant and immediate. What’s more, the pressure valve in many relationships with outsiders—that option simply to back away or terminate a relationship—is virtually nonexistent when working inside an organization. Inside an organization, little is forgotten, especially when you are in a highly visible leadership role. Even less is forgiven.

Inside an organization, your position as a trusted leader can be built or destroyed on many, many levels. With “trust outside,” it’s the advisor and the client, or the advisor and the client’s company. Inside, it’s more complicated. You have the relationship between yourself and other leaders, you have leaders’ individual relationships with rank and file, and the leadership team’s relationship with the rest of the organization. You have the relationships between divisions, between locations, and between different groups therein.

Trusted leadership, in other words, is difficult to map. It’s equally difficult to assess where the requisite elements of trust and leadership may be lacking, or threatened. When you’re working with a client, it’s pretty clear when someone is unhappy, and getting to the “why” is usually a straight path. Inside an organization, it’s much more likely that the messages you’re receiving are muffled or distorted in some way by the layers of people involved or the politics that go with them. If you’re the head of a division, for example, and the people in the front lines of your organization are angry about your actions, you may not hear that anger. Their anger will only reach you by traveling up through the organization if there is trust at every level in between.

People and organizations regularly find ways to compensate for the dysfunction created by a lack of trust. In large part, however, the “quick fixes” are unhealthy and also extremely costly in both financial and human terms. One has only to consider companies such as Sunbeam Corporation in the days of Al Dunlap, or Cendant and Enron in their days of accounting irregularities.

When you get to the heart of the matter as a trusted leader, you deliberately build and sustain trust. This is different from dealing with the periodic outbreaks and repercussions that result from a lack of trust. This is a long-term process that takes time and explicit commitment. But the investment is well worth it.

Three Kinds of Trust

Trust inside organizations falls into three identifiable categories. The first of these categories is the trust that people have in the ability of your organization to be successful. It is trust in the company’s mission, and in how you and your organization execute against that mission, both externally and internally. It’s “Our employees trust us as leaders to be correct (or at least directionally correct) in what we do in the marketplace, how we compete, how we price, and how we present ourselves.” Let’s shorthand this category as Strategic Trust.

The second category is Organizational Trust. Organizational trust is created through personal trust, but it is something more. It is your employees’ trust that the organization you lead is truly what it purports to be. Here, the employees as a group, and even the individual leaders, are considered to be separate from the corporate entity. In other words, the company is almost a third party that either does—or does not—make good on its promises. “I don’t trust my boss, but the company’s compensation policy says X and I believe that the company will make sure that my boss sticks to policy.” Here, if the company has a formal way of resolving disputes, you trust that the “system” is aboveboard. Here, if there are layoffs, you trust that the choice of who stays and who goes is made fairly.



Three Kinds of Trust

Strategic Trust
Trust that the organization is doing the right things
•goals and strategies
Organizational Trust
Trust in the way things are being done
•processes and decisionmaking
Personal Trust
Trust in the people leading the organization
•trust in you, trust in them



The third category is far more personal. It is your employees’ trust that you, as an individual and as their leader, will treat them fairly, and that you will extend a level of care for their well-being. Employees believing in this trust, in return, show at least some loyalty to you. It’s: “I trust you, whether or not I trust the company.” Sometimes it’s: “I trust you to protect me from the company!” We call this category, simply, Personal Trust.

You can have personal trust without organizational trust. You need at least some personal trust in order to have organizational trust. You don’t need either personal or organizational trust to have only strategic trust. (The company might be a hotbed of deceit, but it might have a brilliant product, or it might just happen to be sitting on a lot of oil.) But the leader who has strategic trust without the other two is headed rapidly for rough waters. We’ll talk least about strategic trust as we go; this book is primarily about building organizational and personal trust.

The Benefits of Trusted Leadership

Trusted leadership looks a little different in every organization, but its benefits are universal. While we’ve mentioned a few of those benefits early on in the chapter, a careful review of our own and others’ experiences gives us nearly a dozen identifiable benefits. Here’s our top ten list:

1. Trusted Leadership frees people. With trusted leadership, politics moves to the back seat, freeing people to make decisions based on the market, on your company’s capabilities, and on financial considerations.

Lack of trust spawns meetings behind closed doors, private e-mails, and whispered conversations in the parking lot. That isn’t a free environment; that’s tapping on your cell block walls to communicate what little you know—or think you know—with other prisoners. And the amount of time people spend talking about what was said, and what it might have meant, versus doing any productive work, can be staggering. At one organization we know of, work almost came to a complete standstill for weeks because of rumors that the senior executive overseeing all European operations didn’t have a lot of faith in the person who had been newly appointed to head the U.K. office. The very impression of lack of trust at the top caused a ripple effect so extensive—rumors building on rumors—that the organization eventually had to send out a formal communication to the effect that European operations were stable and performance was on track.

Trusted leadership frees people to do their work.

2. Trusted Leadership fuels passion. Have you ever been inside an organization where people work late because they’re truly immersed in their jobs? Where they’re motivated by whatever challenge the business faces, and they extend themselves to meet that challenge? It’s exhilarating. It’s contagious. And it’s because people trust their leaders and they trust one another.

Tom Valerio, most recently senior vice president of transformation at CIGNA, compared two experiences he had with corporate entities that were each attempting to reposition themselves to improve profitability. In one of them, the CEO leading the effort, Gerry Isom, had established great trust with his peers and staff. Tom told us:

He went around saying, “The sooner I find out what’s wrong, the sooner I can help you fix it.” He instituted a feedback system that called for employees at all levels to rate their areas on a scorecard, and then arranged for those assessments to be put on the intranet for the senior management team to see and respond to. At another company, that could have been disastrous, having everyone see everyone else’s dirty laundry. Here it caused a snowball effect in a positive way. Suddenly, because people trusted Gerry, they were willing to have everyone see what was broken without fear of personal backlash; they knew that everyone would simply pitch in to fix whatever it was, and you had a lot of dialogue going. Someone way down in the organization could be in touch with someone else on the same day, exchanging useful information. The organization was learning at an incredible rate on the front lines; you don’t see that too often.

Tom also recounted a “town meeting” that Isom held at the outset of the overhaul initiative, where people could raise any issue they wanted:

Someone asked him whether there would be layoffs if the transformation effort didn’t make its numbers. And he said honestly that he didn’t know; that it was indeed possible; and that that’s why he really needed their support for the initiative. He was honest with them; and as a result, people were reaching out to say, “What can I do to help?” The effort became a battle of hearts and minds, not just words, and people had all this energy for their work. We created very aggressive timelines for the organization; we wanted them to move to the top quartile in performance in their area. And we got more than what we asked for.

Earlier in Tom’s career (at a different company) he had led an almost identical effort, but under the leadership of someone who didn’t inspire trust. Tom reports that that effort “was like night and day” when compared with Gerry’s division. “People there were doing the calculations in their heads—you could see it. They were saying ‘what’s in this for me?’ and ‘How can I do just enough to stay on the right side of this issue without overextending myself?’ And the results were predictably not as good.”

3. Trusted Leadership provides focus. When an organization doesn’t have trusted leadership, people waste a lot of time trying to figure out where the organization is heading.

In one company we know, the lack of trusted leadership has caused a lack of focus that brought the organization to its knees at a critical strategic juncture. The company—a well-funded, high-profile technology startup—was founded in 1998 to produce a product. Its leaders soon found an opportunity to deliver a host of services around the product as well. Eventually it became clear that in order to pursue services properly, they would need to focus the whole company around service delivery. They needed to decide whether to continue to invest heavily in research and development, thus keeping the product at the center of the organization, or whether to move to a service model and concentrate resources on broadening and deepening the growing array of services the company was providing. As it was, the hybrid business model was straining already scarce resources and hurting overall performance.

Looking at the issue from a purely business standpoint, some leaders admitted that they thought the company should pull back from services and stay product-centered. But because the various senior vice presidents didn’t trust one another and felt they needed to look out for themselves before looking out for the interests of the company, the issue was more personal than strategic.

The main problem was that the person heading up the product area was volatile and unpredictable and no one wanted to stick his or her neck out and say, “Look, we think we should stay focused on the product. But if we do, this guy is going to have to take on even more of a leadership role. He can’t do that by himself. We can stay focused on product, and he can lead, but only if we bring in someone to work alongside him and handle the people side of the equation. Otherwise, the organization will be pulled apart.”

If they had had trust in their leadership, people would also have had the confidence to bring their concerns out into the open, and could even have talked directly to the head of the product area. As it was, political support lined up around the service-focused business model, simply because people couldn’t freely discuss the implications of choosing one path over another.

As we write, the verdict is still out; the senior management team has yet to decide whether to focus on its product or continue to try to be a hybrid organization concentrating equally on product and service. As a result, returns are poor and investors are now faced with the unenviable task of having to decide whether to pull the plug or to infuse more capital to keep the company afloat and demand action, in the hopes that it’s not too late to reorganize.

4. Trusted Leadership fosters innovation. When people don’t feel they have to analyze every last little thing through the lens of distrust, they can spend time, instead, exploring new ways to solve problems or to take the company forward, without fear that their own actions are going to be misperceived as wasteful. At some companies, that kind of exploration is built right into the job descriptions, and trusted leaders allow it to happen. People can tinker; they can say, “I’m going to play with this for a while,” and they often emerge with great results. Post-It notes is the classic example of such innovation at 3M. The product was actually the result of an employee “playing” with a new glue that wasn’t as binding as it had been expected to be. “Well, this didn’t turn out the way we thought it would; but wait, maybe we can do something with it after all.”

Forrester Research, based in Cambridge, MA, provided us with another good example. The company is going through a redesign as we write, and has created a new type of internal group dedicated to creating new products and services so that the company can enlarge its offering to each client. The entire premise of the new group is to explore and innovate. Because the organization has a cadre of trusted leaders, the people involved in the project are excited, rather than fearful, about their new task. They know that part of innovation is creating things that don’t work, and they know that the organization knows it too. Without feeling that they had the trust of their leaders, however, the pressure to produce would be too great to bear, and the group would be doomed to failure before it even began.

Our friend Jim Lawrence, the CFO at General Mills, puts it this way:

Failing when you’re trying to create something isn’t the end of your career here at General Mills. It’s usually a positive thing because it shows that you’re willing to stick your neck out to keep the company moving into the future. In fact, people get to the top here having developed a lot of products that were duds. But you need trust in order to be willing to stick your neck out in the first place.

5. Trusted Leadership gives people the time to get it right. As you can see, all of these benefits of trusted leadership are interwoven; they feed upon and build upon one another. The gift of time is part and parcel of at least two other benefits—the ability to be free to do one’s work and the ability to focus. When leaders do not encourage freedom and focus, people tend to make decisions too quickly; they want to produce results so that the spotlight can be off them and on to the next person as quickly as possible. They pass the ball and pass the buck and just get out an answer—any answer—so that they can claim closure.

With trust inside, the pressure is off and people feel free to say “I need more time to get this right.” It’s OK if the buck stops at you for a while. “Better to have it fast than right” doesn’t happen as much in trust-based organizations.

Having trusted leadership doesn’t mean a lack or reduced sense of urgency. Heaven knows we are all subject to tight deadlines and the need for speed. People in trust-based organizations don’t just mosey around, working on pet projects and feeling good about one another. But they do tell one another when they need more time to get things right. They don’t just get it done, in other words; they get the right thing done.

We’ll call on Forrester again for an example of this benefit. The company has a “traditional” way of preparing reports for clients. The style is breezy, and the reports generally utilize a lot of bullet-points, or summary sentences so that readers can get the gist of the research the company has prepared without going into great detail.

For one set of European clients, however, it became clear that adding detail—submitting the supporting data with the summary report—was going to be an important factor in winning more business from those clients. When an organization lacks trusted (and trusting) leadership, agreeing to release such supporting data, exposing research methods to scrutiny from colleagues and clients alike, and taking the time to put the data into a form tailored to the client’s needs causes a lot of internal turmoil. At Forrester, however, the task was almost a non-event. Forrester’s leadership trusted its employees’ point of view and allowed the inclusion of supporting data with no questions; more important, Forrester’s employees trusted their leaders, and knew that there would be no penalty for taking the extra time to get it right.

6. Trusted Leadership lowers costs. Less wasted time, less cost. It’s that simple. Consider what happened when a major media conglomerate introduced a shared-services model in its interactive games business. The parent company made the decision to go to a shared-services approach, thinking that it would be a good way to allow its various businesses (many of them very small organizations creating and producing a single game) to concentrate more fully on their work without having to spend a lot of time and effort on accounting, legal work, human resources, and administrative paperwork. It brought in a consultant, who spent the bulk of its time creating contracts and service agreements, and then traveling around trying to facilitate the transition process.

It seemed like a good idea. Had the process gone smoothly, it would have started saving money for the company right away. But the stark reality of seeing the contracts threw many of the leaders of the smaller businesses into a panic. All of a sudden, they were acutely aware of what their responsibilities were going to be, and what the center would and would not be held accountable for. There were a lot of new questions: “How are we supposed to track that?” “We’ve never done this type of administration this way; why do we have to switch when this new process seems more complicated?” And all of a sudden, it became clear—to the company’s leaders, and to all those little groups of eight or ten people here and there who had been happily working out of garages, writing games far into the night and ordering take-out pizza—that there was very little trust between them.

Because of that lack of trust, even the wording used in the agreements caused trouble. One business unit head said, “Don’t call me a customer; customers have a choice!” However, at the exact same time, another business unit head complained, “You called me a business unit; I thought I was a customer!” As one of the executives told us, “The theoretical savings of a shared services model could very well be eroded by the friction created in the process. Nobody ever quantifies the cost of having to argue about some of these things.”

7. Trusted Leadership is contagious. When you have trust inside your organization, everyone knows it, and the internal trust helps build more of it up and down your supply chain, from vendors to customers. Trust inside builds trust outside.

For example, consider the J. Peterman Company, a direct-mail marketer that went bankrupt and was sold at auction, but has since been bought back and rebuilt by founder John Peterman. When the company went bankrupt, Peterman says, most of the vendors got stuck. The printer had the largest claim—over a million dollars. When Peterman bought back his name and relaunched the enterprise, he returned to all of those same vendors with whom he had worked previously. Every one of them, including the printer, returned to the fold. “I did not walk away from the bankruptcy with any money. I got stuck too, and they knew it,” he says of his vendors’ willingness to renew their relationships with him. “But the main reason they trusted me enough to come back was that I never lied to them. We had a history of fair and straightforward dealings.”

Consider, too, L.L. Bean. When one Bean customer received a delivery from L.L. Bean that arrived damaged and with an incorrect monogram, it didn’t deter her in the least from her loyalty to the company. “I knew that the person I spoke with when I called to complain would make it right,” she said. “He told me exactly what would happen, and I knew he had the authority to do what he said he’d do. With another company, I might have asked to speak to a manager. But I think there they trust their front-line people, and so I didn’t have to go that extra step.”

8. Trusted Leadership helps recruit people who are on the right wavelength. When people are genuinely enthusiastic about where they work, it’s much easier for them (and for the recruiting organization) to engage with prospective employees and convey exactly what the organization is about. When people are genuinely enthusiastic about the person or leadership team they’re working for, it’s even easier. We asked a wide cross-section of people about the primary influences on their plans and career choices, and we heard countless times “I came here because of the chance to work with (or for) so and so. He [or she] is the reason I’m here.”

With trust, in other words, it’s a lot easier to get off of someone’s paper qualities and get into the more important realm of “fit.” Trusted leadership helps make the right match between people with great experience and skill and your organization.

9. Trusted Leadership helps retain great employees. Whenever someone leaves one organization for another or to pursue independent work, the move is usually motivated more by issues of personal and organizational trust than it is by issues of compensation or title.

These implications are enormous. Consider how the average tenure for employees has declined in the past twenty years. From the 1980s through the 1990s, people in every single age group, 25-64, spent less time with the same employer. In some cases, the median tenure with employers dropped by as much as two years per person. If most of the people who shift jobs are doing so because of trust issues, they’re naturally moving on more cautiously. They’re jaded, suspicious going forward, less likely to extend trust in their next work environment. Lack of trusted leadership has potentially broad societal and cultural, psychological and emotional impacts that are genuinely frightening to consider.

10. Trusted Leadership improves the quality of work. The situations Tom Valerio told us about are also good examples of how trusted leaders improve the quality of work. With trusted leadership, people help one another to do the business of the company; improved quality is a natural byproduct.

Where Do You Stand? Where Could You Stand?

Do you know where trusted leadership strengthens your organization and where is it lacking? Can you envision what your organization would look like with real trust inside?

The exercise that follows here is designed to act as a catalyst, to get you focused on what trust inside really is, and on where trust exists—and doesn’t—inside your organization.

Complete the following sentences, being as specific as possible.


	With real trusted leadership, here’s how relationships across departments in my company would change:

	With real trusted leadership, here’s how our ability to keep our best performers would change:

	With real trusted leadership, here’s how our senior executives across this organization would change:

	With real trusted leadership, here’s how our interactions with customers or clients would change:

	With real trusted leadership, here’s how getting our work done would change:



Now look at each of your responses to the above questions. What changes would have to take place organizationally and structurally, in order to get real trusted leadership? Who would have to change their behaviors? What would communication between individuals and departments look like? Would people interact differently, argue differently, resolve conflicts differently than they do now? How easy or likely would it be for those changes to occur? What role would you or others have to play?

This exercise usually reveals a few painful truths about becoming an organization with trusted leadership at its core. Sure, the long-term goal is positive, and worth pursuing. But the path there can be painful. Think about it. If there were real trusted leadership in your company, senior executives—you—might hear some unvarnished or unwelcome feedback. Customers might find out that your act is not quite as together as you’d like to portray. Episodes in which failure is avoided only by last-minute heroics—and there may be more of them than you realize—would all come to light.

This is not just about you and your leadership style. It is about how you can build a culture of trusted leadership that will become a cornerstone operating principle of your organization.

We like to use that exercise in our client work. Even though it can leave people somewhat deflated for a short time, it also clarifies the importance of becoming a trust-based organization. Maybe you don’t want customers to see your underbelly, but if your company becomes a trust-based organization—or even if it already operates with a great deal of internal trust, and you simply improve on what already exists—it’s almost certain that your performance will follow suit. So what customers see will reflect an increasingly positive reality.

We usually do this exercise several times. You can change the emphasized phrases to reflect whatever corporate organization units, internal and external relationships, processes, or systems you choose. Once you do the exercise on several levels, and then rank the results in order of potential positive impact, you’re facing a pretty compelling set of initiatives to attack.

With an agenda in hand, how do you move forward? While every organization and every set of organizational dynamics is different, we nonetheless think it’s possible—and beneficial—to apply a consistent approach to each initiative. (We’ll outline that approach in Part Two, “Identifying and Applying the Tools of Trusted Leaders.”)

Key Messages, Up Front

In The Trusted Advisor, one of the things Rob and his co-authors stressed was the belief that it was not just appropriate, but in fact valuable, to “give away” some of your expertise up-front. For example, when pitching a client, if you know the answer to his problem, it’s worth it to say what the answer is, and also to say why. That way, the client gains insight into your understanding of the problem, and also gets a sense of how you would approach it. Armed with that knowledge, he’ll have a better sense of whether a future with you will be worth the investment.

So here is our list, up-front and given away, of the major assertions of The Trusted Leader. The ensuing chapters will explore each of these in depth, through case studies and exercises. But this list will give you an idea of what you’re in for, so you can see if you’re on the same wavelength we are, and if these ideas are something you want to invest your time in.

1. Trusted leadership takes many forms. From the way the CEO talks to the members of his or her senior management team, to the way front-line employees show how they feel about the company in the way they deal with customers. From the way people get promoted, or passed over for promotion, to the expectations they have when they sign on or leave. In order to get a handle on trust inside, you need to develop some form of 360-degree, multidimensional perspective on the way trust manifests itself in the leadership group. Or doesn’t.

2. Trusted leadership shows itself as the sum total of many interpersonal interactions, all of them extraordinarily fragile. Even in the best work environments, trust is potentially under attack all the time. Every time one manager says something about another without his or her knowledge; every time two staffers meet at the coffee machine; every e-mail sent, every announcement made; every time a high-profile executive walks down a hall or engages in casual conversation. Trust needs vigilant protectors.

3. Every day, every organizational juncture provides opportunities for building trusted leadership. Every instance in which trust might come under attack is also an instance in which trust might be created or strengthened. Every meeting with your employees gives them a chance to see you and other leaders in action, hopefully not posturing or wearing false smiles.

4. The speed at which trust is destroyed is always faster than the speed at which it is built, but the process of building trust does accumulate deposits in your company’s “trust bank.” A major violation of trust can quickly spread and poison an entire organization if it’s not managed properly, however, no matter how strong that organization’s “trust account” had been up to that point. Aleadership group that works to build trust inside achieves a rhythm that helps it move smoothly through the kinds of business situations that cause other leadership groups to sputter and stall.

Your “account balance” provides a buffer of sorts. Where there is a history of trust, people are more inclined to give the company the benefit of the doubt in tough or questionable situations.

5. An individual’s ability to build and maintain trust with clients correlates with his or her ability to build and maintain trust inside. Relationships with clients are all about expectations, promises, and delivery. So are relationships inside an organization. You can only set realistic expectations and make good on promises from the inside out if you’re sure that the organization behind you can deliver. Your professionalism and certainty requires trust.

6. Becoming a trusted leader requires both message and medium. In other words, inspiring language, by itself, won’t do the trick. Trust is intangible, but the acts of building, maintaining, and repairing trust require concrete processes. For example, you could easily proclaim, “From now on, the head of marketing will work to build trust with the head of finance!” Heads may nod, people may say “Aye, aye!” But the words by themselves are meaningless. If your head of marketing thinks about his need to build trust, however, and picks up the phone to call the head of finance to discuss a touchy resource allocation issue in advance instead of presenting it as a fait accompli a week later, then that’s progress.

7. Trusted leadership is a combination of what you accomplish (outcomes) plus who you are (skills and competencies). Great outcomes and trustworthiness are often found together.

Hide and Seek

Most of the time, in our teaching and consulting work, we’re not called in for trust problems, per se. In fact, what often turns out to be a trust problem is usually cleverly disguised as something else, something less “soft”—a “solid” business problem. At one firm, Rob was retained to help think through and plan how the management structure was going to change and adapt as the company grew. Fine. But three meetings into the work, the CEO (who had founded the company) said quietly to Rob, “Let’s take a walk.” It turned out that he didn’t want to be the CEO anymore. But, as he confessed halfway up a hill overlooking Boston, he didn’t know how to tell anyone, and felt that if and when he did tell people, two members of the senior management team would immediately and viciously compete for his job, at the expense of the welfare of the company as a whole. Atrust issue. Aleadership issue. And one that presented the obvious problem—the challenges of growing the company—in an entirely new light.

At another firm, we were called in to help the senior management team get up to speed on the company’s new global strategy. We were to create some processes that the managers could use to improve the way they passed along newfound knowledge about the markets they were entering. As it turned out, the issue wasn’t that general. The real problem was that most of the senior managers didn’t trust the CEO, and so they avoided contact with her as much as possible.

More often than one might suspect, what presents itself as a business issue is much more organizationally and personally driven. People usually don’t open with, “Betsy is a star performer, an industry guru. But internally she drives her colleagues nuts. She has such a big ego and totally personal agenda that no one wants to work with her. Can you help?”

Trust issues hide, and often hide well. That’s why we devote one chapter of this book to the enemies of trust. First, though, we’ll offer an exercise that may help you define your own starting point on the journey to becoming a trusted leader and on building trust inside your organization, and we’ll detail the characteristics and competencies that need to be developed by those charged with meeting those responsibilities.


2
The Trusted Leader
Self-Assessment


FIGURING OUT WHERE YOU ARE, so that you can more thoughtfully plot your course forward, is a useful investment of time. Hence this self-assessment drill, designed to give you a starting point to use in the process of becoming (or remaining) a trusted leader. Some of the questions may seem, at first blush, to have a “right” answer. That’s not always the case, however. Many of these questions are designed purely to make you reflect, or to force you to hear the views of those who might be better suited to provide an objective response. Those two activities, reflecting on one’s own progress and hearing the objective views of others, are part and parcel of trusted leadership.
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