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What Have We Learned About Trust
From Recent Experiences With
Teaming and Empowerment?

Gary Bergel

Introduction

Employee work teams exist within the larger framework of an organi-
sation’s overall work system, and therefore, any discussion of trust and
teams must reflect this context. In fact, trust is at the core of the
assumptions about people which organisations make when designing
their work systems. One need look no further than the Tayloristic
work designs that have dominated the industrial landscape from the
turn of the century unmtil today to recognise the implied distrust
embedded in such work designs. These workplaces, which focus on
control and compliance (timeclocks, little or no sharing of information,
low supervisor-to-employee ratios, task level management), operate on
the assumption that people cannot be trusted, and this lack of trust
breeds non-trustworthy behaviors in return. Those organisations that
assume that people are not trustworthy and that implement policies
and procedures which communicate this distrust should not be
surprised if they "reap what they sow."

In unionised organisations, trust assumptions are also deeply em-
bedded in how labor and management interact to negotiate agreements
and to solve problems. In many "traditional" organisations, lack of
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trust prevents these parties from having an open, honest discussion of
issues and interests. Instead, the lack of trust leads the parties
tocxaggerate circumstances, withhold information and engage in an
elaborate series of bluffs and counter bluffs. To the extent that the
parties distort, dissemble, and deceive (if not outright lie to each
other), it is fairly obvious that such behaviour will yield high levels of
mutual distrust.

As a result, many negotiations defer, or fail to address, issues of
significant importance, settling instead for very modest agreements (not
to be confused with solutions). As most practitioners recognise, the
process is so rife with distrust, that often even these modest agree-
ments are reached only after off-line discussions held at the eleventh
hour.

It is within this context, then, that we need to consider what we
have learned about trust from recent experiences with teaming and
empowerment. Not surprisingly, the most important lesson learned is
that it is essential that the trust values communicated in the formation
of teams and in the empowerment of employees be consistently
displayed through the design of the remaining organisational sub-
systems and processes. Lack of consistency, or "mixed messages"
concerning the degree to which employees are trusted will quickly lead
to conflict within the work system and an erosion of any trust and
goodwill generated by attempts to empower employees.!

Information

As noted above, one of the essential elements of a team-based work
system, which has a major impact on trust, is access to information. It
is not that the need for information does not exist in traditional
organisations; rather, as we start to ask people to become more
involved in the management of the enterprise—to take on more
accountability—we need to give the proper tools to them. One of these
tools is information. .
Unfortunately, what we often find are organisations which say to
employees, "you are now empowered,” but yet these same organisations
are reluctant to give people access to the information they need to act
in an empowered manner. One of the fundamental strengths of an















