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Stephen M.R. Covey asserts that trust is the foundation of the most powerful governments, the most successful businesses, the most thriving economies and the most influential leaders. This book challenges old assumptions that trust is a soft social virtue and declares that it is a key leadership competency in today’s world. 

The book provides numerous examples of how trust is a measurable accelerator to performance. When trust goes up, speed also goes up while cost comes down, producing a trust dividend. Conversely, when trust is low, there is a trust tax. Here is Covey’s formula describing the economics of trust: 

Low trust= Low Speed + High Cost; High Trust=High Speed + Low cost

Covey shares an example of high trust on the part of a New York City vendor who sold donuts and coffee. During the breakfast and lunch hours, there were long lines of customers waiting. The vendor realized that the biggest bottleneck preventing him from selling more donuts and coffee was the disproportionate amount of time it took to make change for his customers. To remedy the problem, he placed a small basket on the side of his stand with dollar bills and coins, trusting his customers to make their own change. Thus, when trust is high, speed goes up and cost goes down. Covey cites an education study by Stanford professor Tony Bryk that indicated that schools with high trust were three times more likely to improve test scores than schools with low trust. 
Covey notes that “trust in almost every societal institution (government, business, health care, schools, etc.) is significantly lower than a generation ago. In an interview Covey (http://www.emorymi.com/covey.shtml) was asked “How do you identify a high-trust or a low-trust organization?” Covey responded that high trust cultures are characterized by: Information openly shared; mistakes tolerated and encouraged as a way of learning; innovative and creative culture; loyalty to those who are absent; straight talk and confrontation of issues; real communication and collaboration; people sharing the credit and celebrating each others’ success; few “meetings after the meetings”; transparency; and authenticity, accountability, and positive energy.
Low trust cultures exhibit these kinds of behaviors: manipulation of facts; information and knowledge withheld and hoarded; people spin the truth to their advantage; getting the credit is very important; new ideas openly resisted and stifled; mistakes covered up; people play the “blame game”; abundance of “water cooler” talk; “meetings after the meetings”; many “undiscussables”; people tend to over-promise and under-deliver; expectations are violated; people make excuses and pretend bad things aren’t happening; the energy level is low.
Covey defines trust as a feeling of confidence in the integrity and abilities of another. The opposite of this feeling, distrust, is feeling suspicious of another’s integrity, agenda, capabilities and track record. Covey declares that the dramatic difference in relationships built on confidence and those plagued by suspicion really does change everything. He declares that “Trust is a function of two things: character and competence. Character includes integrity, motive, and intent. Competence includes capabilities, skills, results, and track record. And, both are vital.” (p.30) Leaders can change the level of trust in any relationship by “working from the inside out.” The key to this understanding is learning how to operate in what Covey calls the “5 Waves of Trust.” His model, graphically represented as a “ripple effect” illustrates the interdependent nature of trust and how it flows from the inside out.
The First Wave, Self Trust, is about developing the integrity, intent, capabilities and results that make an individual credible. There are “4 Cores of Credibility” which are the foundational elements that make people believable to themselves and others: integrity based on congruence between intent and behavior; intent, including motive, agenda and behavior; capabilities including talents, attitudes, skills, knowledge and style; and results. Covey believes that when leaders take responsibility for results, results improve. Positive self-expectancy, including confidence and optimism is also critical to improved results. In other words, people tend to get what they expect from themselves and from others.
The Second Wave, Relationship Trust, is all about consistent behavior, or “walking your talk.” Covey has identified the following 13 behaviors that are common to high-trust leaders: talking straight, demonstrating respect, creating transparency, righting wrongs, showing loyalty, delivering results, getting better, confronting reality, clarifying expectations, practicing accountability, listening first, keeping commitments, and extending trust.
Organizational Trust, the Third Wave, is focused on alignment of an organization’s structures, systems, and symbols around the 4 Cores of Credibility from the First Wave and the 13 Behaviors from the Second Wave. On pages 246-247 of the book Covey provides a tool that leaders may use to analyze their organizations for alignment. For example, the tool lists a positive behavior in the first column (e.g. Deliver results), provides a Likert-type scale in the middle column, and lists the opposite of the behavior in the third column (e.g. Fail to deliver; deliver on activities, not results). With this kind of analysis, leaders are empowered to create change.
The Fourth Wave, Market Trust, is all about brand and the principle of reputation. The brand stands for a promise to the customer. In that promise is an organization’s character and competence, its reputation. Integrity, intent, capabilities, and results make up the credibility and reputation of your brand. The level of trust leaders are able to build in the organization is a direct result of the amount of personal credibility leaders first create for themselves.
The Fifth Wave, Societal Trust, is based on the principle of contribution (to the world). The final chapter of Covey’s book is devoted to Inspiring Trust. He contends that to inspire trust is to create the foundation upon which all successful organizations and relationships stand.
