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Preface

M
ore than 40 years ago, I became fascinated with the idea that 

behaviors could be measured. As I experimented with measuring 

behaviors, I discovered a way I could evaluate whether a measurement 

was accurate. If the behavior I measured predicted a valued outcome, 

if the behavior was improved, and if the outcome improved, it was a 

behavior that mattered. Most of the behaviors I measured were related 

to leadership, and the outcomes they produced touched everything 

from productivity, profitability, and discretionary effort to turnover, 

employee engagement, and customer satisfaction. Over time, I refined 

the behaviors that I measured, and I collected data from millions of 

assessors and hundreds of thousands of leaders from across the globe.

My life’s mission has been to provide accurate assessments for 

leaders to understand their level of effectiveness and their impact on 

outcomes, and to provide them with insights on what they can do, spe-

cifically, to improve. Most people want to improve, but their approach 

o%en relies on conventional wisdom, such as fixing or hiding weak-

nesses, working harder, applying yourself, and focusing. Conventional 

wisdom is o%en not helpful because people simply do not know what 

to do to be more effective. A%er creating hundreds of assessments that 
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measured leaders’ effectiveness, I looked at all the data I had collected 

to discern the most effective assessment items. !ese differentiating 

items were the best at separating poor leaders from great leaders. !e 

data started to reveal secrets about which behaviors were most impor-

tant and how leaders could improve. 

My partner, Jack Zenger, and I wrote a book called "e 

Extraordinary Leader. !e book focused on the difference in out-

comes between being a good leader and being a great leader. Great 

leaders doubled profits, the engagement of employees, and the satis-

faction of customers. 

Over time, I grew interested in which individual small behavior 

would have the largest impact. !is was my Manhattan Project. !e 

atom is so small, but its impact can be so enormous. A%er years of 

analysis, I discovered that the atom of leadership is trust. Trust is a 

very small issue. Most people think they know if they are trusted (but 

they are o%en wrong). !ey know who they trust and who they do 

not trust, but this one small issue can positively or negatively affect 

everything else you do. If you give a speech and people trust you, they 

listen and accept. But if they do not trust you, they reject and revolt. 

You can assess trust across the world by asking just one question: 

“Can most people be trusted?” !e percentage of people in a country 

who answer in the affirmative can predict the wealth and prosperity or 

poverty and crime of that country. If trust is low, business slows down, 

people want more assurances, both parties are suspicious of the other 

party, and ultimately, prosperity is also low. Trust is the atom of leader-

ship because it impacts everything. 

A%er studying data from over a million assessments of hundreds of 

thousands of leaders, I discovered the three elements that either build 



xiPreface

or destroy trust. I wrote this book to help people understand how to 

control and harness the power of the atom of trust.

And a%er measuring the effectiveness of those hundreds of thou-

sands of leaders, two further insights have become perfectly clear to me. 

First, leaders do not really know how effective or ineffective they are. 

Second, they do not understand the impact their behavior has on others. 

!is book is intended to help you open your eyes to the potential dam-

age your own behavior may cause. But more important, it is intended to 

help you fix it.





Introduction

“Learning to trust is one of life’s most difficult tasks.”

—ISAAC WATTS

I
n 1429, France was in the thick of the Hundred Years’ War with the 

English. Paris had already been taken, and King Charles VII was 

exiled. Hope was lost, and it would take a miracle for the French to 

keep their land. !at miracle manifested in the scrawny form of a teen-

age girl illegally dressed as a man who claimed angels were speaking to 

her, commanding her to save her people.

She had no training, she was the wrong gender, and she was too 

young. Yet, with no record of any questioning of her leadership, she 

led an army of hardened and exhausted soldiers into Orleans and 

took back the city from the English. Stories of her powerful influ-

ence are recorded, detailing her troops’ celebrations over her arrival 

on the day of battle. With her at the helm, they were willing to go 

anywhere. !e army, once in despair and discouraged, redoubled their 

efforts and would o%en end the day victorious. Historians account 
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that military finances also improved under her leadership, and people 

genuinely believed in the cause they were fighting for. Within a year 

of the Orleans victory, she managed to return King Charles VII to the 

throne and was an important presence at the coronation. No small feat 

for a peasant girl from the country.

!e war continued, and she continued to fight until she was cap-

tured by the English and burned at the stake for heresy, dressing like 

a man, and witchcra%. A%er her death, King Charles VII declared her 

a martyr for the cause, and she has remained a symbol of hope for the 

French people until this day. In 1920, she was officially canonized by 

the Catholic Church and is revered as a patron saint of France. You 

can even see a shrine dedicated to her in Notre-Dame cathedral.

Joan of Arc would not have accomplished anything if her troops 

did not trust her. She would have been just a person yelling at the top 

of her lungs at a bunch of people. But her troops did trust her. !ey 

trusted her with their lives, with their king, and with their country.

!e exiled king trusted her and even appointed her to a military 

position. He believed her stories of divine revelation a%er having 

theologians test her, deeming her consistent in her purity, chastity, 

and piety. Her victory in Orleans proved to the country that she 

was a good leader, allowing her to continue leading. She lost some 

battles, but her troops never lost hope with her at their lead until her 

eventual capture.

On the other side of the globe, Abraham Lincoln led the United 

States through its darkest hour—a fissure that looked as if it would 

never heal. Tall and so%-spoken, he failed many times politically and 

financially before winning the presidency, but those loyal to the Union 

trusted him.
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He effected huge change. He led the country through a war that 

killed more Americans than any other conflict before or a%er; enacted 

the Emancipation Proclamation, effectively freeing thousands of 

enslaved people; and then united the South and the North into a 

coherent whole, despite major trauma and cultural frustration. We 

revere him to this day for his leadership and unwavering dedication to 

the Union. Politicians on both sides of the aisle seek to emulate him 

and be positively compared to him, and he is considered one of the 

greatest presidents of all time.

Both Joan of Arc and Abraham Lincoln led masses of people 

through incomparable fear, loss, and change while managing to keep 

their reputations unsullied. Of course, both of these heroes made 

mistakes, but they were easily forgiven in the moment and even now, 

as history looks fondly on them. We forgive them easily because we 

already love them, we trust their intentions, and we are determined to 

honor their legacies.

Most of us are not in the middle of uniting America or saving our 

entire country from a fi%eenth-century foe. Our battlefield is the office, 

and our soldiers are our employees. We have all heard this metaphor 

a trillion times, but it remains relevant. !ese are uncertain times: 

ongoing economic crises, new and insurmountable health crises, tech-

nological advances that upend our systems and processes, new laws 

and expectations. !e very fabric of our world continues to change at 

a faster and faster rate. Within our office walls, each of us is experienc-

ing immense amounts of stress and anxiety in addition to our daily 

obligations. We need leaders who can lead their people through these 

complications. In fact, we actually need to be those leaders.

Becoming an effective leader requires trust. It doesn’t matter how 



4 THE TRIFECTA OF TRUST

smart you are or how revolutionary your ideas are, but it does matter if 

your people do not trust you. You need generals and infantry to wage 

any battle, and these people must invest significant amounts of trust to 

risk their lives (or careers) following your lead. Earning, building, and 

maintaining that trust is a crucial part of any leader’s arsenal.

We all have felt trusted by others, and to our chagrin, we have also 

felt moments when we were not trusted. We can relate to experiences 

when someone we did not know well was trying to sell us something, 

and the thought crossed our mind, Do I trust this person enough to give 

them my money? We also may have bought something and, in looking 

back, realized that it was a huge mistake.

Accumulating these experiences, most people form theories about 

trust. !ese theories answer the basic questions, Who can and who can-

not be trusted? How can you get others to trust you? and What can you 

do to rebuild the trust that is lost? !ese theories are what I call obser-

vational theories. 

Jerry Seinfeld is the master of observational humor. He looks at 

the everyday experiences we all have in our lives and then points out 

how strange or odd those experiences are when examined closely. His 

comedy is unique and relatable to everyone. For example, he says one 

thing that makes us all feel safe and connected today is a rectangu-

lar object in our pocket: a mobile phone. Our mobile phones were 

designed to stay connected with the people in our lives, but no one 

wants to talk anymore, because they prefer social media, games, tex-

ting, or scrolling mindlessly. 

In the same way, observational theories are theories based on 

personal experiences. !ey feel relatable, but they might not actu-

ally be accurate. Some are excellent descriptions of what is actually 
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happening, but others are entirely wrong. Many people do use cell 

phones to stay connected and to talk to their friends even more than 

they would have without them. Access to social media can actually 

build community. Although Jerry Seinfeld’s observational humor 

feels true, it might not actually be a good representation of what is 

going on around us.

!e vast majority of the books on trust are observational. When 

we read them, they make a lot of sense, and in fact, they are full of 

common sense, but there is no way to know if it is excellent wisdom 

or worthless nonsense. !ere is no statistical backing or documented 

anthropological pattern that we can point to in order to justify the 

findings; it is usually just a bunch of hearsay.

!is book is based on the analysis of data. Rather than asking you 

to believe in my observational expertise, my goal is to show you the 

results that provide evidence of the impact of different behaviors on 

trust. I am going to give you actual patterns and numbers you can 

rely on.

!ere will be a lot of numbers, percentiles, and graphs in this book, 

but I invite you to remember that these numbers are people. !ey 

represent leaders working in the mining industry in Canada, in bio-

tech and educational institutions across Europe, in the agriculture and 

manufacturing industries of Mexico, and in the banking and finance 

enterprises in the United States. !e data collected represents thou-

sands of organizations in various places around the world. Yes, it is a 

number, but that number represents the collective human experience 

and struggle of leaders to build and maintain trust.

While there could be hundreds of behaviors that impact trust, just 

three can account for the vast difference in the impact of individuals 
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with high levels of trust and those who are not trusted at all. !ese 

are the core behaviors that create and reinforce trust from others:

• displaying expertise and the good judgment that comes with it, 

• demonstrating consistency, and 

• building relationships. 

!ese three pillars support the foundation of trust, regardless of 

culture, industry, race, or gender.

It’s hard to describe the remarkable impact that comes when a per-

son is trusted or when the trust that was lost has been restored. !e 

connection of trust binds people together not just for a job assign-

ment but for a lifetime. !rough these statistics and examples, I hope 

to illustrate the impact of trust and a clear path for you to follow. 

Improving trust with others will help you be more successful, loved, 

appreciated, and valued.



C H A P T E R  1

The Impact of  Trust

I
f we are going to understand a behavior as complex as trust, we need 

to dissect how it can affect an individual’s career. Many of my col-

leagues joke about my love for my “golden database.” Indeed, I have 

earned my 10,000 hours time and time again by poring over millions 

of 360-degree feedback reports from thousands of leaders. Inside these 

reports are clues about developing trust from the experiences of lead-

ers and employees around the world. 

Let’s start by introducing some tools I use to evaluate performance 

and trust. !e 360-degree feedback report was first introduced while I 

was in graduate school. !ree of my professors created a list of items and 

asked managers, peers, direct reports, and others to evaluate the effec-

tiveness of another manager. !e key to making this work well is that the 

feedback from peers, direct reports, and others would all be kept confi-

dential, requiring at least three respondents in order to show the ratings. 

A%er my professors tested the process, they hired me to go and 

sell this evaluation tool to large companies. As I would sit down 
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and explain the process to potential clients, they would o%en react 

by saying, “So you are going to ask direct reports to evaluate their 

manager? !at’s the opposite of the way we have managed people.” 

!eir observation was correct, but we had discovered that those 

direct reports were very effective and consistent in their evaluations 

of which managers were highly effective and which ones needed sig-

nificant improvement. We also found that most of the managers had 

no clue whether they were the next in line to become the CEO or 

next to be laid off. 

Over the years, this 360-degree feedback process, done the right 

way, has moved from an oddity to a fairly common practice in many 

organizations. In measuring the impact of 360-degree feedback, my 

studies have shown that the majority of leaders who participate in the 

process make a significant improvement in their leadership effective-

ness over an 18-to-24-month period.

Once the 360-degree feedback is gathered, the results are compiled 

into a feedback report. To create an effective 360-degree assessment, 

I researched more than 2,000 items generated from more than 1.5 

million raters to identify the behaviors that were the most effective at 

differentiating between poor leaders and great leaders. !e items clus-

ter into groups of three to four behaviors that measure a competency. 

Such 360-degree assessments will evaluate both managers’ and 

individual contributors’ effectiveness on anywhere from 6 to 19 com-

petencies. In the feedback report, a participant can see their results 

and compare them to norms. I like to show others how they compare 

to the global norm of others at the 75th and 90th percentile (i.e., the 

best leaders). In our Extraordinary Leader 360-degree assessment,1 we 

measure 19 competencies, which cluster into five broad dimensions: 

1 Trust is one behavior in the builds relationships competency. For additional information on this competency 

model and the latest research, I strongly recommend the book The New Extraordinary Leader by Jack Zenger and 

Joseph Folkman. 
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• Character (honesty and integrity)

• Focus on results (drive for results, taking initiative)

• Interpersonal skills (builds relationships, communicates, 

inspires)

• Personal capability (technical expertise, problem solving)

• Leading change (strategic perspective, champions change)

While the exact percentiles vary according to the competency, the 

following is a general guide.

• A score in the 90th percentile or above means an individual 

has an outstanding strength in a competency.

• A score in the 75th percentile indicates they have a strength.

• A score in the 50th percentile indicates they are competent.

• A score in the 40th percentile indicates they need some 

improvement.

• A score in the 10th percentile indicates they need significant 

improvement and have a fatal flaw.

As you look through the data presented throughout this book, you 

can use these markers as a guide. 

THE IMPACT OF TRUST FOR THE LEADER 

A%er evaluating one of Zenger Folkman’s clients (I’ll call him Bill), I 

realized that Bill was a leader most organizations would be eager to 

hire. He possessed outstanding strengths in such enviable leadership 
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skills as championing change, establishing stretch goals, and driving 

for results. I imagined he might be a talented leader, a general lead-

ing his troops up the hill to battle. He immediately explained that I 

was incorrect. In fact, none of his troops were even willing to consider 

walking up the hill behind him. He had one significant weakness: His 

team definitely did not trust him.

At the top of his feedback report was the comment that no leader 

wants to receive and that would be hard to forget: “Bill always delivers 

results, regardless of the cost or the dead bodies le% behind.”

Bill’s team clearly knew that, to him, results were more important 

than the people doing the work. He was willing to go to battle, but 

his soldiers were terrified that they would be sacrificed along the way.

What follows is a look at Bill’s 360-degree assessment results that 

he received on 16 leadership competencies (Figure 1.1). I invite you 

to adopt a Sherlock Holmes mindset as you read through the report.

Figure 1.1: Bill’s 360-degree assessment results.
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Why Did Bill Receive This Negative Feedback?Why Did Bill Receive This Negative Feedback?

Bill hit the 91st percentile on a very important competency, 

championing change. He was close to the 90th on two additional 

competencies, establishing stretch goals and driving for results. But 

with a score for building relationships in the 7th percentile, it was 

clear that he had a significant flaw. Fatal flaws don’t kill leaders, but 

they can kill their careers.

Bill had the potential to be one of the best leaders I have ever met, 

but his lack of trust le% him with direct reports who had employee sat-

isfaction and engagement scores in the 20th percentile. !e majority 

of his direct reports were looking outside the organization for other 

jobs, and none of his team members were willing to go the extra mile; 

his team did what they needed to do to keep their job but nothing 

extra. !e fact that Bill got anything done was remarkable, because 

with scores that low he was running alone. 

A%er looking through his results for an hour, I checked in with 

Bill and asked him for his thoughts. Bill looked at me and said, “Well, 

this is only what my direct reports think, but I know other people 

trust me.” 

I asked if he had a family. 

He said, “Yes, I do, and I know they trust me.” 

I asked Bill to take a break and call his wife, tell her about his 

results, and ask her if there were times when she felt the same way. Bill 

came back a%er the call and said that his wife agreed that sometimes 

she did not trust him. He made the mistake of asking for examples, 

and the call lasted much longer than 10 minutes. 

Bill then looked straight at me and said, “I have two questions. 

Can this be fixed? If so, how?”
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!ese questions are not uncommon. Trust is an issue that goes 

beyond organizations and is a critically important thread in the fabric 

of health for countries, communities, and families.

THE IMPACT OF TRUST FOR EMPLOYEES

Sometimes, a lack of trust isn’t isolated to an individual. It may be a part 

of the corporate culture of an organization. Paul Zak, an American 

neuroeconomist, studied the differences between high-trust organiza-

tions and low-trust organizations. In an economic paper, he looked at 

the differences between high-trust and low-trust cultures. He found 

that cultures having high levels of trust had less friction. Friction is 

created when it is difficult to get others to agree or cooperate, and it 

eases when getting things done is quick and simple. !ere is a great 

deal of friction in low-trust cultures, but high trust reduces the fric-

tion, which makes it easier for economic activity to flourish. He also 

found that there was a lower probability of people defaulting on their 

commitments in high-trust cultures. Trust was an excellent predictor 

of a country’s economic prosperity or poverty. Poorer countries had 

lower levels of trust, and more prosperous countries had significantly 

higher levels of trust, less friction, and fewer defaults.2

He also discovered that one way to assess trust was to draw blood 

and measure the level of oxytocin. Higher levels of oxytocin in a per-

son’s brain are associated with increased trust and empathy. A person 

who is stressed has significantly lower levels of oxytocin. While draw-

ing blood and measuring the levels of oxytocin provided useful data, 

doing broader studies with larger populations using this approach 

would create significant problems. Who wants to have their blood 

2 Paul J. Zak and S. Knack, “Trust and Growth,” The Economic Journal 111, no. 470 (March 2001): 295–321.
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drawn to measure the levels of oxytocin directly a%er a stressful meet-

ing or a pleasant performance review?

Based on his research, Zak was able to develop a survey assess-

ment that measured the level of trust in organizations. He found that 

employees in high-trust organizations reported the following:

• 40 percent less burnout

• 66 percent more closeness with colleagues

• 50 percent higher productivity

• 13 percent fewer sick days

• 106 percent more energy at work

• 70 percent more alignment with the company’s purpose

• 17 percent higher compensation than their peers in  

low-trust companies 

• 29 percent more satisfaction with their lives3

Zak’s research in this assessment focused on a high-trust culture. 

!ink about working in an organization where there is low trust, 

resulting in a high level of burnout, conflict between employees, low 

productivity, people using all their sick days as vacation, no enthusi-

asm, and work feeling like a difficult chore, and add to that poor pay. 

People in this kind of a situation see top management as the enemy, 

and they view escape as their only option.

3 Paul J. Zak, Trust Factor: The Science of Creating High-Performance Companies (New York: Amacom, 2017).
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DO YOU REALLY KNOW IF YOU ARE  

TRUSTED OR DISTRUSTED?

While we all preach the importance of trust in organizations, deter-

mining whether you are trusted is not always straightforward. A 

leader may be completely unaware that they are distrusted. Bill knew 

he was the best at driving for results (and yes, not everybody liked him 

because he wasn’t a relationships guy), but he didn’t realize that people 

didn’t trust him.

!is is something that you need to open your mind to consider: 

People may not trust you as well as you think they do. How do I know 

this? By looking at the self-assessments of leaders and comparing them 

with the scores from other raters. Raters other than the leaders them-

selves are, on average, 3.2 times better at predicting the right level of 

trust. !is is so common that 27 percent of leaders overrated their lev-

els of trust.4

While you may believe that the lack of awareness of trust issues 

has no consequences, certain leadership behaviors were dramatically 

impacted by this denial. !is means that when colleagues did not trust 

a leader, they also perceived the leader to be less effective in various 

skills, but seven specific skills were hit the hardest. Figure 1.2 shows 

the wide gap in effectiveness scores between the leaders who didn’t 

realize how highly they were trusted (underraters) and those who 

naively thought they had no problems (overraters).

!e graph shows ratings from all raters (managers, peers, direct 

reports, and others) with the self-ratings excluded. People were divided 

into two groups: those who overrated themselves and those who 

underrated themselves. Notice the substantial differences in the scores 

between those who overrate and those who underrate their trust.

4 The study included global data from 83,836 self-assessments and 1,084,028 assessments in Zenger Folkman’s 

database.
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Figure 1.2: Top seven competencies most impacted by overrating trust.

!ese trust overraters were evaluated as having worse relationships, 

being less honest, collaborating poorly, and exhibiting less technical 

skill than they themselves believed. !ey also were rated as less able 

to develop others, solve problems, and communicate powerfully than 

they actually believed.

!e shocking thing about this data is these behaviors are not just 

centered on relationships or interpersonal skills. It is not just about 

people not liking you. If you aren’t trusted, when you offer a solution 

to a problem, people don’t consider it seriously; they second-guess 

you. When you turn over your work on a project that you spent hours 

perfecting, they dismiss the quality. When you speak up about new 

ideas, policies, or processes, they could tune you out, and there is a 

1-in-4 chance that you may not know it. Bill didn’t know it. !e far-

reaching effects of a lack of trust can destroy a career and significantly 

damage your organization. Do I have your attention?




