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T
he them

e of the 20
17 B

erlin
 C

han
ge D

ays w
as Pow

er 
an

d
 Tru

st - lead
in

g chan
ge in

 a V
U

C
A

 w
orld

. In
 three 

d
ays of w

orkshop
s an

d
 p

len
ary session

s ‘the ten
si-

on
s betw

een
 tru

st an
d

 d
istru

st, the p
ow

erfu
l an

d
 the 

p
ow

erless’ w
ere d

iscu
ssed

, exp
lored

 an
d

 exp
erien

ced
 

exten
sively. To m

e on
e thin

g stood
 out: w

e ten
d

 to m
ix 

u
p

 the n
otion

s of tru
stw

orthin
ess an

d
 tru

st. In
 this 

text I w
ou

ld
 like to shed

 som
e light on

 this.

Im
agine the follow

ing: You are about to 
em

bark an airplane, w
hich w

ill take you to 
your holiday or business destination. It is 
a regular com

m
ercial flight w

ith one of the 
w

ell-know
n airlines and the total flying 

tim
e w

ill be four to five hours. U
nfortuna-

tely, a lot of turbulence is expected and even 
an em

ergency situation m
ight occur. You 

find yourself in the - adm
itt

edly, som
ew

hat 
odd - circum

stance of being able to choo-
se the air traffi

c controller at your arrival 
airport. In other w

ords: you get to decide 
w

ho is in control of your flight. Be aw
are, the 

choices you have are lim
ited. The air traffi

c 
controller is either fem

ale or m
ale and she/

he is either 25 or 55 years old. So in total, 
you have four options. W

ho w
ould you trust 

m
ost to be in control of your flight? 

  
The them

e of the 2017 Berlin Changes 
D

ays w
as ‘Pow

er and Trust - leading ch-
ange in a V

U
CA w

orld’. D
uring three days 

of w
orkshops and plenary sessions ‘the 

tensions betw
een trust and distrust, the 

pow
erful and the pow

erless’ w
ere discussed, 

explored and experienced extensively. To 

m
e one thing stood out: w

e tend to m
ix up 

the notions of trustw
orthiness and trust. In 

this text I w
ould like to shed som

e light on 
this diffusion, because as O

noro O
’neill so 

eloquently put it in her 2013 Ted talk: “w
hat 

m
att

ers in the first place is not trust but 
trustw

orthiness. It‘s judging how
 trust-

w
orthy people are in particular respects (…) 

that‘s w
hat w

e‘re looking for: trustw
orthi-

ness before trust. (…) Trust is the response. 
Trustw

orthiness is w
hat w

e have to judge”. 
  

Let’s take a step back. It w
ould be diffi

-
cult if not im

possible to overem
phasize the 

im
portance of trust to hum

an interaction 
(Fetchenhauer, D

unning &
 Schlösser 2017). 

Trust is essential for any social arrangem
ent 

to thrive, w
hether it is betw

een tw
o indivi-

duals, w
ithin an organization, or even in a 

nation or society (Fukuyam
a 1995, Kram

er 
1999). N

o w
onder in the last three decades 

a variety of scholars and disciplines have 
engaged in researching interpersonal dy-
nam

ics underlying trust decisions. Yet a lot 
of the research has not reached the general 
public.
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O
ne of the m

ain contributions of this fore-
m

entioned  research is the developm
ent of 

som
e key concepts that describe w

hat the 
topic of trust entails.
  

Rousseau et al. (1998) offer a w
idely 

supported definition of trust ‘a psycho-
logical state com

prising the intention to 
accept vulnerability based upon positive 
expectations of the intention or behavior 
of another’. From

 this w
e can already derive 

that trust is essentially the state of expecta-
tion of a trustor. Both M

ayer et al. (1995) and 
Rousseau et al. (1998) argue for tw

o m
ain 

dim
ensions of trust: first, positive expecta-

tions of trustw
orthiness w

hich refers to the 
perception tow

ards trustees; and second, 
the w

illingness to accept vulnerability 
w

hich refers to a “leap of faith” (M
öllering 

2006). In short: The acceptance of vulnera-
bility as an outcom

e of positive expectation. 
An individual is w

illing to trust som
eone 

based on an assessm
ent of that person’s 

trustw
orthiness and thus expecting that 

person w
ill behave accordingly (D

um
itru &

 
Schoop 2016, O

’N
eill 2013). This should not 

be understood as ‘w
illingness to be hurt’, 

but as highly optim
istic expectations that 

vulnerability is not a problem
 and no harm

 
w

ill be done. 
So, how

 do w
e judge trustw

orthiness? 
An interesting field of research in this 
respect is (Relational) Signalling Theo-
ry (G

am
bett

a 2009, Lindenberg 2000). 
Trustors look for tw

o things in the behavior 
of trustees: first they check if the behavior 
show

s the com
petence to perform

 according 
to expectations (the ability dim

ension of 
trustw

orthiness). A typical exam
ple: the ‘air 

traffi
c controller’ scenario at the beginning 

of this essay w
as part of a study perform

ed 
by M

ehta, Rice and Rao (2016). Their data 
suggested that Am

erican participants found 
‘aged’ (experienced) controllers to be m

ore 
trustw

orthy, w
hile Indian participants had 

a preference for ‘agility and inform
ation pro-

cessing’ (w
hich w

as in their opinion stron-
ger represented by younger controllers). 
Second, trustors look for signs in the behavi-
or of trustees indicating w

hether the trustee 
is interested in m

aintaining the relationship 
in the future (the intentional dim

ension of 
trustw

orthiness). M
ost cited and accepted 

aspects being benevolence (the degree to 
w

hich a trustee is believed sincerely to do 

good to the trustor; caring and considera-
te) and integrity (the adherence to a set of 
principles the trustee find acceptable; fair, 
reliable and m

orally just) 
  

N
ow

 for the dow
nside: Every action 

(plan), process step, presentation, m
eeting,  

procedure, policy, etc., is signaling either or 
both of the tw

o dim
ensions. Signaling is not 

lim
ited to just your ow

n behavior. Research 
has show

n the signaling pow
er of H

RM
 

strategies and processes (Searle et al. 2012), 
CEO

 com
pensation (van Veen &

 W
itt

ek 
2016) and ‘pow

er’ itself (Schilke, Reinm
ann, 

Cook, 2015; Kim
 et al. 2017).  So if you w

ant 
to ‘m

anage things’ you’ll find yourself in a 
bit of a challenge. 
  

That being said, w
hen w

e do focus on be-
havior, research has also given us som

e en-
couraging results. Six et al. (2010) found that 
for trust building to be successful, att

ention 
to show

ing your ow
n solidarity fram

e to 
others as w

ell as stim
ulating the solidarity 

fram
e in other individuals does have an ef-

fect. Am
ongst others, they found behaviors 

like: ‘initiating and accepting change to your 
decisions’, ‘giving a com

plim
ent in a public 

m
eeting’ and ‘take responsibility (don’t pass 

the blam
e)’ to effectively signal trustw

ort-
hiness. Building interpersonal trust requires 
action that sends (unam

biguously) positive 
relational signals. 

Trustbuilding is critical to organizations un-
dergoing change and thus facing uncertain-
ty. The transfer of learning, acquiring of new

 
skills, the changing of behavior m

ight m
ake 

em
ployees feel at risk and vulnerable. In 

such highly volatile, uncertain, com
plex and 

am
biguous environm

ents it is vital (change) 
leaders are aw

are of the signaling effect of 
their ow

n behavior. Contrary to popular be-
lief it is not so m

uch about trust, the em
pha-

sis should be on being trustw
orthy, and how

 
you give people adequate, useful, sim

ple and 
regular (signalling) evidence that you should 
be perceived as trustw

orthy.   ]
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