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Workers in China discard milk adulterated with melamine, which sickened more than 300,000 children and caused eight deaths in countries 
around the world in 2008. Government inspectors discovered that 21 Chinese companies were producing milk, infant formula, and other 
products tainted by the industrial chemical. At least 11 countries stopped all imports of mainland Chinese dairy products and the scandal 
led to the arrest, firing, or resignation of several government officials and company leaders.

The Business Case for Trust
This year’s Trust Barometer leaves no doubt that there are tangible consequences for 
businesses that gain—or lack—the trust of their stakeholders. Trust influences consumer 
spending, corporate reputation, and a company’s ability to navigate the regulatory environment. 

Trust hits the bottom line

For the first time, the Barometer mea-
sured the actions informed publics 
take based on how much—or how 
little—they trust a company. Over a 
12-month period, 91% of 25-to-64- 
year-olds said they had bought a  
product or service from a company  
they trusted, while 77% had refused 
to buy a product or service from a dis- 
trusted company (figure 21, page 19).

We also find that trust is connected 
to a company’s license to operate. 

Respondents inclined to trust busi-
ness in general are more supportive 
of a company in its efforts to sell its 
products or services; pursue changes 
in local laws; or seek preferential  
treatment for tax, employment or  
environmental purposes than those 
who don’t trust business.

Hard and soft assets on  
equal footing
Among our global audience of 25-
to-64-year-olds, being able to trust 
a company is one of the most  

important factors in determining a 
company’s reputation (figure 22, 
page 19). It ranks just below the 
quality of a company’s products 
and its treatment of employees, on  
par with a company’s financial  
future, and more important than job 
creation, giving back to the com-
munity, and innovation in products 
and services. Transparency, defined 
as frequent and honest communica-
tion about the business, also outranks 
those attributes.



19

94%

93%

91%

91%

91%

90%

90%

89%

87%

87%

86%

85%

Offers high quality products or services

Is a company that treats its employees well

Communicates frequently and honestly
 on the state of its business

Is a company I trust

Gives value for money

Stays within the spirit and the
letter of the law in [country]
Has a strong financial future

Has senior leadership that can be trusted

Has a strong commitment to
protect the environment

Is an innovator of new
products, services, or ideas

Creates and keeps jobs in my area

Commits time, money, and resources
to the greater public good

Informed publics ages 25 to 64 in 20 countries

Refused to buy their products/services

Criticized them to a friend or colleague

Shared negative company opinions/experiences online

Sold shares

Chose to buy their products/services

Recommended them to a friend or colleague

Paid a premium for their products/services

Shared positive company opinions/experiences online

Bought shares

77%

72%

34%

17%

76%

42%

26%

55%

91%

Thinking back over the past 12 months, have you taken any of the following  
actions in relation to companies that you trust? Have you taken any of the  
following actions in relation to companies that you do not trust? 

Figure 21: Through personal action, trust has tangible benefits

Informed publics ages 25 to 64 in 20 countries

Personal actions taken with...

A distrusted company A trusted company

THE BUSINESS CASE FOR TRUST

How important is each of the following factors to the overall reputation of a company?

Figure 22: Communication and trust as important to reputation as value  
for money

Doug Schoen, an advisor  
to U.S. President Bill Clinton  
from 1994 to 2000, and a 
counselor to Edelman 

A QUESTION FOR...

Q: How should corporations  
communicate their business  
and social objectives using  
their CEOs, executives, and  
everyday employees?

A: The Edelman Trust Barometer 
compellingly suggests that  
corporations from CEOs down 
must stay in close touch with 
stakeholders, respond quickly 
to questions, and get out any 
changed circumstances or bad 
news as it develops. Candor, 
consistency, and interactivity  
are the three words that  
come to mind when asked  
to summarize the implications  
of this year’s study.

Candid Communication
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 “I would like to talk about the big  
issues facing our country and the role 
that we can play as retailers. …To 
those who say that now is not the 
time for health care reform, for a new 
energy policy, for higher quality schools, 
for comprehensive immigration reform, 
I say you are wrong.”

 “Do special interests refuse to yield on  
any part of their agenda, regardless of 
the benefit to the common good? …Or 
do we come together—government, 
NGOs and business—in a new approach 
to solving the big problems facing  
our country?”

Public Engagement: The Road to Rebuilding Trust
If businesses are to regain trust, they will need to adopt a strategy of Public Engagement,  
by means of a shift in policy and communications. The essence of Public Engagement is the  
commitment of companies to say—and do as they say. 

Organizations must be forthright and honest in their actions and communications. In a time of utter 
distrust, business leaders must make the case for actions and then demonstrate their progress 
against those goals. When problems arise within companies, stakeholders need to see senior 
executives take a visible lead in acknowledging errors, correcting mistakes, and working with  
employees to avoid similar problems going forward. This adherence to transparency is at the 
core of each of the four pillars of Public Engagement: 

Private Sector Diplomacy
Business has both the opportunity 
and the responsibility to become a 
primary actor in developing solutions 
to global problems. Companies must 
move beyond the silo of their profes-
sional trade association to partner 
with governments and NGOs. They 
must address not only the issues 
that have an impact on their bottom  
line, but also the world’s most pressing 
problems. This is an opportunity for 
business to act as a private sector 
diplomat, recommending appropriate 
regulatory frameworks across borders. 
If companies fail to take the initiative 
to do so, they run the risk of having 
policies thrust upon them.

 

Mutual Social Responsibility  
Companies must realign their  
business practices so that they 
benefit society and the bottom line. 
Companies must integrate into their 
products and services approaches 
to societal problems such as climate 
change, health care, and energy  
independence. Immediate stake- 
holders like employees and customers 
must be invited to participate in a 
company’s social responsibility dec-
isions and actions—and the public 
at large must be kept informed about 
the progress the company is making 
toward those goals.  

Excerpts from remarks made 
by H. Lee Scott, Jr., former 
president and CEO, Wal-Mart 
Stores, Inc.* to the National 
Retail Federation 

In the United States, coffee roaster and 
retailer Starbucks* invites customers to 
partner as a force for good through  
efforts like (STARBUCKS)RED™ and  
My Starbucks Idea. The company’s “I’m in!” 
program attracted 65,000 people on  
Facebook who each pledged five hours  
of their time to volunteering, a total of  
1.3 million hours of community service.*An Edelman client. 
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Shared Sacrifice 
CEOs must demonstrate that they 
too feel the burden of the recession. 
At a time when workers are losing 
jobs and investors are seeing stock 
values plummet, voluntary executive 
pay cuts and forfeiting of bonuses 
send a powerful message that leaders 
are in tune with the realities facing 
employees. Leaders also must com-
municate with employees about the 
problems confronting the company 
and welcome their voices. This type 
of transparency and collaborative 
spirit will help engage them in finding 
and embracing solutions. 

Continuous Conversation 
Sixty percent (60%) of our respondents 
said they need to hear information 
about a company three to five times 
before they believe it. The CEO should 
set forth the company’s position, but 
then it must be echoed by others—
by individuals who often sit outside 
the company—including industry  
experts, academics, and ordinary cit-
izens. Companies will be well served 
by moving from a mindset of control 
to one of contribution. Mainstream 
media continues to be an important 
way to reach opinion formers, but it is 
not the only one. Companies should 

Public Engagement: The Road to Rebuilding Trust

 “Heavy equipment maker Caterpillar Inc. 
announced in late December it would cut 
executive pay in half, and many salaried 
employees would see cuts of as much  
as 15 percent.” —The Wall Street Journal

inform, with a real commitment to 
speed, the conversations among the 
new influencers—always underway 
on blogs, in discussion forums, and 
bulletin boards. Every company can 
be a media company by creating 
easily accessed, substantive on-
line content that can be improved by  
the public. 

The JNJ BTW blog from Johnson & Johnson* 
is among several initiatives the company has 
launched to invite publics to share their views  
on what the company is doing as well as  
participate in the conversation about health.

PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT: THE ROAD TO REBUILDING TRUST

*An Edelman client. 



22 2009 EDELMAN TRUST BAROMETER

Rising influence of NGOs 

Fall of the celebrity CEO 

Earned media more credible than advertising 

U.S. companies in Europe suffer trust discount 

Trust shifts from “authorities” to peers 

 “A person like me” is most credible spokesperson

Business more trusted than government and media

Young influencers have more trust in business

Business must partner with government to regain trust
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trustA decade of insights from the Edelman Trust Barometer

© Edelman, 2009. All rights reserved. 


