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trustworthiness with their direct reports. Notwithstanding best efforts to achieve
that end, many managers are finding themselves no better off, than before they
engaged in the said undertaking. While faulty implementation may adequately
describe the majority of cases, it by no means explains them all. They can't all be
doing it wrong, can they?
More likely than not, there's a problem with the underlying assumption of

the issue; maybe a manager's trustworthiness is not as important as customarily
thought.

Maybe a manager even wanting to be trusted by his/her staff is a fundamental
flaw in modern leadership thinking. That's not to say that the goal of modern
management should be distrusted. But the conclusion I have reached from years
of executive coaching and leadership consultant experience-and more than two
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others to trust them in life. And I have no problem with encouraging downward
trust. As a fully-trained and certified business/personal life coach, I'm all for
people doing what it takes to get their needs for recognition and regard met in
appropriate ways. But a manager encouraging upward trust is not, in my view,
"appropriate" workplace protocol. I say this because:

i) There are more important things for a manager to be doing at work than
trying to convince staff she/he's trustworthy; ii) Getting staff to "think of me as
I want to be thought of" is less about trustworthiness than it is about
manipulation and perceptions; iii) The workplace is simply not the place for a
manager to try and get his/her unmet needs fulfilled. That's not what jobs are
for-it's what life is for.
So, if you have a need (or want) to be trusted by others, get a puppy, tutor a
child how to read, volunteer at a hospital, commit to doing something important

something that truly motivates employees.
Fred was the executive-in-charge of a major operations organization and
fancied himself as being particularly politically astute. A5 such, he worked very
hard to develop his trustworthy quotient up, down, and across the chain of
command so that he could get approval for whatever new initiatives he wanted
to recommend. Notwithstanding his best efforts, though, his staff and direct
reports found him to be increasingly un-trustworthy as they saw how easily he
swayed with the political breeze. That Fred could gain Board-level approval for
exciting new projects could not counterbalance his staff's skepticism about
trusting him. He ultimately lost control of his organization and was subsequently
asked to leave the company.
Contrast that with Bill, an admitted curmudgeon-of-a-Ieader in a related
department. But instead of focusing on getting his staff to trust him, Bill focused

down the river to her boss. Initial feedback seemed to validate her approach. In
formal 360 0 assessments and informal conversations, her staff reponed that she was
very likeable, indeed. "Marcia is a blast!" "She's one of us." "She's always up for a
good joke and doesn't pimp us on the little stuff." But, every time that Marcia was
called into her boss' office because of a problem in her area, or her work, Marcia
blamed her employees rather than take responsibility for what happened.
As likeable as Marcia was as a person, her employees learned the hard way that
trusting her was a BIG mistake.
•

Misconception: Believing that in the absence of trUSt, distrust will develop
and fester.

It's true that when distrust develops, it does tend to fester. But if the issue of
trust is removed from the situation, it is simply not true that distrust will develop.

validate a few things.
In the absence of trust, people tend to listen better, observe more closely,
communicate more thoughtfully, and engage more fully.
Shouldn't the surgery's necessity be evaluated on its own merits? Shouldn't
the attorney's contract draft be evaluated on its own merits? Shouldn't what
managers say to staff be evaluated on its own merits, as well?

It can be in the absence of trust.

How Being Trusted Actually Undermines a Manager's Competency
Hopefully, you're starring to realize that upwardtrust is not as benign or helpful
as you originally thought. Hopefully, you're starting to see that it can actually
add a significant amount of downside risk for managers and organizations they
work for. The implications form a very slippery slope. Consider:

increasing disrespect of, and disregard for, the very people who offered
their upward trust in the first place.
. Back in the 1950s, Cyril Northcote Parkinson realized something that remains
remarkably relevant almost a half-century later: "Work expands so as to fill the
time available for its completion." Anyone who's ever needed every last minute
before a deadline knows the intuitive truth in Parkinson's Law. (Parkinson's Law
also explains why it's so difficult to reclaim time gained when meetings are
canceled, but that's another topic.)
So there you are: A manager with more than too much work on your plate,
Parkinson's Law slowing you down at every turn, pressure mounting, your

boss

screaming, customets yelling, things only getting worse, and then your staff
suddenly decides that it's okay if you're a bit unfocused with them. "That's great!"
you say, "Thank you, thank you, thank you!" It's a perfectly logical response on
your part. But that's what startS the slippery slope.

Examples like Fred, Marcia, and Jim are everywhere, and represent a
reaffirmation of The Peter Principle, as articulated by Lawrence J Peter in his
1968 book of the same title: Employees (in this case managers) will continue to
rise in an organization until they reach their level of incompetence. 111 each
instance, these managers undermined their own credibility-and put their jobs
in jeopardy-simply by relying too heavily on the upward trust provided by
their staffs.
It's a high-risk leadership strategy with a dangerous allure. But it makes very
little sense.

You've Gotta Talk the Walk
Tacit recognition of the dangers of upward trust is not enough. To truly insulate
yourself from the slippery slope, you need to make sure that your staff knows

address the question on the other side of the coin: Should a manager trust his/her
staff? The answer is yes. Absolutely, positively, yes. This does not mean, of course,
that they should not still be held accountable for the requirements of their job or
to the commitments that they make. But it does mean that giving employees the
benefit-of-the-doubt whenever possible is a savvy and powerful, if not underutilized,
leadershi p move.
Referring back to Herzberg, a manager's trust in an employee is a major hygiene
factor for that employee. And in keeping with the Two-Factor rheory, the absence
of a hygiene factor is usually a significant source of dissatisfaction for employees.
That's where the festering thing kicks in, by the way.

As such, I whole-heartedly encourage you

to

actively demonstrate your trust in,

and regard for, your staff doing the right thing without you having to micro-manage
them. If you do, you will be eliminating a major barrier for employees who want

(Barry Zweibel ("zwy-BELL") specializes in helping leaders, of all levels, improve their impact and influence and
make better decisions under stress. Zweibel is based in Chicago and can be reached at www.ldrtr.com.)
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