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The future of trust

Key points

Trust is critical in any relationship. High levels of trust have
significant benefits for businesses and professionals.
As people’s trust in many institutions declines,
being honest and ethical isn’t enough – you need to
communicate this commitment too.
New technology combined with traditional values such as
face-to-face contact can help improve trust.
Association with a brand and purpose beyond profit are
proven ways to retain and build trust.

The future of trust
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Foreword

The Future of Trust also reinforces what we all instinctively
know – the healthiest relationships are underpinned by
face-to-face communication. This doesn’t mean cutting our
electronic communications, but remaining careful not to
neglect personal relationships.

‘I may have the right to do this, but is it the right thing to do?’
The wrong answer to this fundamental question – ie. not
doing the right thing – underpins many of today’s crises of
trust and falling faith in authorities and institutions.
The starting point for our personal, professional and
organisational decision making must be ‘let’s do the right
thing’. The Future of Trust sets out the benefits of this choice,
including increased revenue, increased value delivered to
citizens, greater connection for staff with their employer,
lower employee turnover and higher shareholder returns. All
flow from increased trust.
The report also draws attention to the costs of getting it
wrong. The Australian Royal Commission into Misconduct
in the Banking, Superannuation and Financial Services
Industry highlighted long-standing unethical practices
in the sector driven by “the pursuit of short-term profit
at the expense of basic standards of honesty”. As a result,
Australian’s trust in banks, for example, has plummeted.

The concepts of trust, honesty, ethics and integrity
are intertwined. They are the foundations of healthy
relationships in both our personal and professional lives. Of
them all, trust stands out as a leading international measure
of organisational health. Our report includes information
from the most well-known of these measures, the Edelman
Trust Barometer. It also provides interesting new measures of
trust, contributing to a greater understanding of trust.
At heart, building or rebuilding trust is about our personal
choices. In professions such as accounting which depend on
trust and confidence, ethical leadership – leaders who choose
to do the right thing – is critical. That starts at the top in our
boardrooms and senior leadership teams. Then it must be
lived through out organisations.
Ethical behaviour is fundamental to maintaining, or
rebuilding, public trust and confidence.

Stephen Walker FCA

President, Chartered Accountants Australia
and New Zealand

By examining my own profession – accounting – this
report points to a way forward, a way to build or rebuild
trust. While trust in many institutions is declining, trust in
technical experts and professions such as doctors, engineers
and accountants is rising, or at least steady. The power
to the good of these groups is enhanced by belonging to
professional bodies.

The future of trust
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Executive summary

Trust is at a record low. Large-scale data breaches are
commonplace. Distrust lies at the heart of many highprofile contemporary global issues such as climate change,
globalisation and political disruption. The term “fake news”
is everywhere.
In Australia, trust is a central theme in evidence before
the Royal Commission into Misconduct in the Banking,
Superannuation and Financial Services Industry (the Royal
Commission). Questions surrounding consumer trust were
also raised in the Reserve Bank of New Zealand and the
Financial Markets Authority’s report on the conduct and
culture of New Zealand life insurers.
Who can we trust? Can we trust anyone?
In the midst of a technological explosion, traditional “old
fashioned” values appear to be more important than ever.
Our research emphasises the importance of being honest and
ethical, and the need to communicate this commitment in
order to gain trust.
As technology plays an increasingly important role in the
way we deliver services, businesses face new challenges
in maintaining trusting relationships. Some say that
the increased use of technology in business is damaging
trust. However our research suggests that it is not the shift
towards increased use of technology that is damaging trust.
Instead, it is the accompanying move away from face-to-face
contact. Traditional values of open, honest and ethical
behaviour remain paramount in rapidly changing business
environments. While these may seem old-fashioned, our
research shows that people value these traits in business.

The future of trust

Trust is a fundamental foundation of all human
relationships. The benefits of high-trust relationships in
business include increased revenue and lower costs leading
to more profit, as well as an increased commitment to the
organisation by employees. But the benefits of trust in
business go well beyond costs and profit. Being ethical and
acting with integrity, both key components of trust, is doing
the right thing because it is the right thing to do.
Trust in institutions is declining across Australia, and
in some cases also in New Zealand. Notably, trust in the
media in both countries was more than 10 percentage
points lower than the global average in 2018. Trust is also
particularly low in Australia’s financial services industry and
at risk in New Zealand’s life insurance industry.
However, as trust in institutions declines, trust in experts
and specialists appears to be strengthening. Police along
with professionals, including doctors, engineers, teachers
and accountants remain highly trusted. Professionals benefit
further from a strong brand association: 77% of survey
respondents in Australia and New Zealand said they had a
higher level of trust in an accountant who was a member of
a professional accounting body. Our survey suggests that a
strong brand can result in a “perceived monopoly”, providing
professionals with opportunities to differentiate from others
and benefit from their technical expertise.
Trust is also strongest for organisations perceived as having
clear values, and a purpose beyond just profit. To be trusted,
organisations need to commit to and communicate a
clear purpose – what are they asking people to trust in?
A clearly articulated purpose and values also helps build
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trust internally, by assisting organisations with defining
their priorities and developing their culture. In a survey
of Australian CEOs, 89% said they built trust with
their workforce by being transparent about their values.
Lessons drawn from the financial services sector show the
importance of having a purpose that goes beyond profitmaking. A strong purpose helps an entity build social capital,
which in turn builds trust.
Amidst a climate of rapid technological change and increased
scepticism, it is the traditional and time tested values that
shine through as those essential to building trust. Being
ethical, honest and acting with integrity; building face-toface relationships and communicating openly are back in
vogue. These values will help build trust and in doing so,
generate business benefits. However, and more importantly,
putting these values at the centre of an organisation, using
them as a basis for interacting with customers and employees
is doing the right thing. As technology induced change
increases at a rate of knots, it is refreshing to find that one
thing has remained constant – old-fashioned values are the
new trust.

The future of trust
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Introduction

The future of trust

Trust is the foundation of any healthy relationship. Trust is
when one party relies on another to behave in a certain way.
Two elements are present in a trust relationship: risk (based
on uncertainty about how the other party will behave) and
interdependence (a reliance on the other party to fulfil
their part of the arrangement). Trust is violated when
there is a deviation from what is expected. When trust
is violated, expectations of future behaviour are
changed – and trust declines.
What are the benefits of being trusted? Research shows
that trust is vital to success in business. Companies that
are trusted have lower employee turnover, higher revenue,
higher profitability and higher shareholder returns.1 Higher
levels of organisational trust result in lower costs of doing
business.2 In addition, trust fosters cooperation among
colleagues and increases commitment to the organisation.3
Higher levels of trust improve social capital.4 These factors all
lead to the development of a competitive advantage.

“People and organisations with high trust enjoy
tremendous support and success. When trust is
present, customers are loyal, innovation prospers,
time-to-market is short, costs decline, partnerships
work effectively and people are motivated.”

Consumer trust is also paramount to the effective
functioning of the financial markets. Financial markets pivot
on trust, as evidenced by the fallout from the 2008 Global
Financial Crisis and more recently evidenced by the credit
squeeze and softening of the housing market as a result of
the Hayne report on the banking Royal Commission in
Australia.
What does trust look like? Theoretical models of trust share
some fundamental building blocks:
• competency – believing the other party has the skills and
experience to fulfil their part of the contract
• integrity – believing the other party is honest
• goodwill – one party has confidence that the other party
will look after their interests
• effective communication.6
Three megatrends relevant to trust include:
• technological change
• data and information
• industrial change.
Megatrends are significant, transformative trends that help
define the present and shape the future. They affect business,
the economy, industry, society and individuals. These three
megatrends illustrate a range of factors that impact on trust.

James Sharpe, Senior Lecturer Harvard Business School,
Charles H Green, CEO/Founder of Trusted Advisors
Associates5

The future of trust
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Megatrends influencing trust
Rapid technological change

Data explosion

Geo-political uncertainty

• New business models

• Data and information access and
protection

• Brexit and the ensuing fallout

• Who and what to trust –
proliferation of ‘fake news’

• ‘Trumpism’

• Removal of intermediaries and
increased use of online platforms
• Artificial intelligence
• Less face-to-face contact
• Speed of change
• Reduced transparency

• 2016 US Election
• The global rise of populism
(Netherlands, France, Germany,
Austria)

• Use of big data and sophisticated
analytics
• Decision-making by algorithm

• Transfer of power from the West
to the East

• Large-scale data breaches

• Rising global inequality

Survey methodology
This paper draws on data from two studies. The first reports
on a survey conducted with respondents from Australia and
New Zealand to generate new knowledge in relation to trust
in institutions and professions.7 Respondents were asked
how much they trusted certain groups and what factors
increased or decreased this trust. They were also asked about
the impact on trust of brand loyalty and technology across a
range of institutions and professions. The survey had 1,000
respondents from Australia and 500 from New Zealand.
This paper also incorporates findings from a survey by
Edelman Intelligence, an independent market research firm,
in conjunction with Chartered Accountants Worldwide.8
Respondents were financial decision makers, those who
either make or influence financial decisions on behalf of their
organisation. This survey included about 1,000 respondents
in five countries, as follows: Australia (125), Ireland (250),
New Zealand (125), South Africa (250) and United Kingdom
(250). We augmented survey findings with brief interviews
with senior accounting practitioners.

Female 54%

Male 46%

Australia and New Zealand age structure demographic

Over 70 4%
61-70 14%

Under 20 2%
21-30 17%

51-60 22%
31-40 23%
41-50 18%

Regional area 31%

Main city 69%

The future of trust

Page 6

1. Who do we trust?

Trust evolves. Historically, religious institutions were the
most trusted. Over time, trust moved to other institutions
such as the state. Today it can be challenging to be a fully
informed member of society without placing our trust in
digital platforms and algorithms.
When it comes to business, certain professions are trusted
more than others. Nurses, doctors and teachers typically
score highly. 9 Conversely, other occupations, such as
real estate agents and insurance brokers, score poorly in
equivalent trust rankings.10

reported that trust and confidence in all levels of
government fell over the previous year from 49% to 46%
for federal government, 53% to 46% for state governments,
and from 58% to 51% for local governments.11 By December
2018, another survey reported a dramatic decrease in trust,
with only 31% of people trusting federal government, while
33% trusted state and local governments.12 Ministers and
Members of Parliament rated even lower with only 21% of
respondents in Australia trusting them. As the actions — and
inaction — of governments and politicians are usually highly
visible in the media, significant events (such as replacing the
Prime Minister and the the Royal Commission) serve to
reinforce distrust.

Trust is highly contextual. In August 2018, a special Global
Corruption Barometer survey conducted in Australia
A Trans-Tasman Trust Snapshot
In New Zealand, medical
practitioners and police
are perceived as the most
trustworthy.

Accountants are among the most trusted professional group in Australia
and New Zealand, behind doctors, engineers and teachers.14

Trust in business, the media, the government and non-profit organisations
fell in Australia between 2017 and 2018.15
Media, bloggers and online
commentators are perceived
as the least trustworthy.13

47%

The 2018 Edelman Trust Barometer, the most well-known
and highly regarded international measure of trust,17
reported declining trust across all institutions measured.18
At that time Australia measured a mere 4 percentage points
above the least trusted country (Russia).

of Australian customers do not trust their own financial
services providers.16

Despite a modest increase in 2019, recent years have seen
a trend of institutional distrust in both Australia and
New Zealand. This is illustrated in Chart 1.1, which depicts
results from the 2018 and 2017 Edelman Trust Barometer.
A trust index score ranging between 1 and 49 out of a
possible 100 indicates distrust.

Chart 1.1: Trust in institutions – Australia and New Zealand (2017 and 2018)

Trust in NGOs

Trust in Media

Trust in Government

Trust in Business
0

10
Australia (%) 2017

The future of trust
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Research by Deloitte in 2018 shows that trust in the
Australian financial services industry has declined, with
32% of customers saying their trust had deteriorated in the
past 12 months. One quarter of customers did not trust the
financial services industry, with banking and insurance the
least trusted sectors, and 47% of customers reported that
they did not trust their own financial services provider.19
This is unsurprising given the widespread attention attracted
by the Royal Commission interim and final reports issued in
September 2018 and February 2019 respectively (discussed
later in this paper).

Trust in the media in New Zealand and Australia was more
than 10 percentage points lower than the global average
in 2018. Australia was second-lowest to Turkey among
28 countries in distrust of the media.20 Despite a slight
improvement in 2019, Australia remains seven percentage
points below the global average. Distrust in digital platforms
(how content is delivered and represented by social media
and search engines) is driving this result. New Zealand
results are similar with half of survey respondents perceiving
television and print media as untrustworthy, and 63% of
bloggers and online commentators as untrustworthy.21

29%

40%
37%

39%
43%

52%

39%
45%

40%

38%

50%

45%
50%

Peer-to-peer
platforms

42%

47%
50%

67%
42%

50%

Major tech
companies

60%

72%

65%

70%

61%

78%
84%

Police

75%

84%
81%

Teachers

80%

75%
76%

83%
84%

90%

Engineers

100%

91%
88%

Chart 1.2: Who do we trust?

20%

30%
20%

Australia

Political parties

Religious
institutions

The news media

Directors

Government

Major
companies

Banks

Lawyers

The justice/
court system

Accountants

0%

Doctors

10%

New Zealand

Doctors are the most trusted professionals. The most
trustworthy professions across New Zealand and Australia
are doctors (90%), engineers (84%), teachers (83%) and
accountants (75%). Accountants scored higher than the
justice/court system (68%) and lawyers (65%). The least
trusted groups were political parties (23%), religious
institutions (39%), directors and the news media (both at
41%). Trust evolves, but trust in expertise is constant. One
explanation is that it is not the expert who speaks but his
or her expertise. Speaking as an expert allows for greater
objectivity in messaging. By way of contrast, less trusted
institutions (see Chart 1.2 – religious institutions, political
parties, the news media) often speak from an ideological
position. Their message is less trusted unless the recipient
shares the same ideological stance.

The future of trust
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2. Which ‘trust factors’ matter to your
stakeholders?

Chart 2.1: Dimensions of trust relationships24

A headline in The Financial Times in 2017 said: “Business
Leaders: You Face A Gaping Trust Deficit”.22 This article
cited corporate scandals, excessive pay for executives in
poorly performing organisations and poor treatment of
employees as reasons why trust is undermined.
Chart 2.1 shows how trust relationships are interdependent
and multidimensional. Trust relationships exist within
and between society, organisations and individuals. For
example, an organisation trusts society not to change the
rules essential for its operations. An organisation also needs
to trust other organisations such as its suppliers, and to trust
individuals such as its customers to be loyal to it so long as it
adheres to society’s rules.23

Society

Organisation

Individual

Governments, business, media and the non-profit sector
are examples of institutions that play different roles within
society. Society provides these institutions with a mandate
upon which to build trust, in turn giving trusted institutions
a social license to operate. When institutions fail to uphold
their mandate, their social licence to operate is revoked.
Table 2.1 outlines the trust building actions, or ‘trust factors’
traditionally carried out by each of the four institutions
reported in the Edelman Trust Barometer.25
Table 2.1: Primary trust factors

Business/professions

Government

Trust that businesses will:

Trust that government will:

• protect private data

• provide infrastructure

• foster prosperity

• foster prosperity

• create jobs and add to economic development

• facilitate a good quality of life for citizens

• be environmentally responsible

• protect the environment

• generate positive social benefits

• protect those least well off in society

• pay their fair share of taxes

• provide high quality services

• behave ethically

• collect fair levels of taxation

• treat employees well

• make prudent decisions in relation to spending

• be honest

• be honest

• use shareholder funds wisely

Media

Non-profit sector

Trust that media will:

Trust that the sector will:

• protect private data

• protect private data

• educate people

• be the guardian of fairness and equality

• act as a check and balance on other institutions

• improve quality of life for stakeholders

• provide accurate data

• be honest

• be honest

• protect those who are least well off in society

• behave ethically

• use funds wisely

The survey respondents in the Edelman Trust Barometer
rated the blue items in the above table as most important.
Our research took this a step further. Respondents were
asked what single action would be most likely to decrease
trust in a particular group.

The future of trust

They were offered a choice of answers outlined in Table 2.1,
or they could give a free-form response. Table 2.2 reports
respondents’ trust assessment of a range of professions and
institutions in Australia and New Zealand.
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Table 2.2: What single action would be most likely to decrease your trust in each group (top three responses)?

Religious institutions

They behave unethically

28%

They are dishonest

22%

They do not protect the
vulnerable

19%

The news media

They are dishonest

46%

They behave unethically

25%

They generate negative
social benefits

6%

Accountants

They are dishonest

34%

They behave unethically

23%

They fail to protect private
10%
data

Lawyers

They behave unethically

38%

They are dishonest

30%

They do not protect the
vulnerable

7%

Doctors

They behave unethically

36%

They are dishonest

14%

They do not provide highquality goods or services

14%

Engineers

They do not provide high23%
quality goods or services

They behave unethically

17%

They are dishonest

17%

Government

They are dishonest

33%

They behave unethically

19%

They generate negative
economic benefits

10%

Teachers

They behave unethically

28%

They do not protect the
vulnerable

16%

They are dishonest

16%

Justice/court system

They behave unethically

29%

They do not protect the
vulnerable

25%

They are dishonest

20%

The Police

They behave unethically

27%

They are dishonest

26%

They do not protect the
vulnerable

25%

Banks

They are dishonest

29%

They behave unethically

24%

They fail to protect
private data

12%

Political parties

They are dishonest

43%

They behave unethically

22%

They generate negative
economic benefits

7%

Major companies

They are dishonest

22%

They behave unethically

21%

They don’t pay their fair
share of taxes

15%

Directors

They are dishonest

28%

They behave unethically

26%

They treat employees
poorly

13%

Major tech
companies

They fail to protect
private data

30%

They behave unethically

18%

They are dishonest

16%

Peer-to-peer
platforms

They are dishonest

24%

They behave unethically

20%

They do not provide high12%
quality goods or services

The future of trust
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Table 2.2 shows the top three actions most likely to decrease
trust in each group. Dishonesty (red) and unethical
behaviour (blue) are the most prominent, with respondents
selecting these behaviours as two of the top three actions
most likely to decrease trust for every type in profession or
institution surveyed. This demonstrates the importance of
being honest and ethical, and communicating this to your
stakeholders.
The table also reveals a clear ‘trust gap’ between generally
perceived factors for improving trust and factors people
actually report are important to them for improving trust.
For example, our survey expected respondents would be
concerned with protection of their private data, but this was
only a primary trust issue when dealing with accountants
(10%); banks (12%); and major technology companies (30%).
Another expectation was to see greater loss of trust in
business when negative economic output was generated, but
this was only one of the top three factors for government
(10%) and political parties (7%).

and Yahoo’s agreement to pay a $50 million settlement to the
200 million people affected by its data breach.30
One recent study observes differences in trust in countries,
depending on their uptake of digital technologies. Countries
with smaller digital economies and where technology use
is growing, exhibit more trusting behaviours online. In
contrast, users in mature digital markets, such as Western
Europe, North America and Japan, are less trusting and less
tolerant of unfriendly digital environments.31
In this context, the Chartered Accountants Worldwide
Edelman Intelligence survey asked respondents how they
thought new technology would affect accountancy. The
results – shown in Chart 3.1 – reveal that 77% said they
thought new technology would have a significant impact.
Chart 3.1: People who say they believe new technology will
have a huge impact on accountancy

No 23%

Respondents were concerned about protecting the
vulnerable: this was important for trust in religious
institutions, lawyers, teachers, the justice system and the
police. Poor quality goods and services affected people’s trust
in peer-to-peer platforms (12%), doctors (14%) and engineers
(23%). These findings reinforce the importance of knowing
what trust issues really matter and to whom if we are to
develop high-trust relationships.

3. A trust paradox

Society faces a trust paradox as people become increasingly
dependent on, and simultaneously distrustful of, digital
technology. Online information is not always reliable, social
media is vulnerable to manipulation and personal data may
not be private. Despite compelling evidence to distrust
digital technology, people are using it ever more intensively
in most elements of daily life. Digital flows account for more
GDP growth globally than trade in traditional goods26 and
the top six companies in the world worth more than $500
billion are technology companies.27

“Trust is largely the keystone of the global
digital economy”
Dr Bhaskar Chakravorti and Dr Ravi Shankar Chaturvedi
Fletcher School, Tufts University, Massachusetts

New Zealand and Australia both have relatively high levels
of digital uptake. The Digital Evolution Index 2017 is a
holistic evaluation of the progress of the digital economy
across 60 countries. This index reports on rates of digital
evolution, with Australia and New Zealand ranking at 11
and 14, respectively, out of 60 countries.28 This high level
of uptake is despite major global data breaches such as the
public exposure of at least 87 million Facebook accounts29

The future of trust

Yes 77%

While technology induced change continues to impact
all professions, it also creates opportunities for experts
to differentiate their offerings by leveraging trust in new
technology with the time-tested and robust assurance
mechanisms offered by professional organisations. Artificial
intelligence and blockchain technology potentially provide
significant opportunities for innovation in the field of audit,
enabling the real-time extraction and analysis of data, paving
the way for ‘real-time’ auditing. This will create greater trust
between an auditor and their client.
In simple terms, a blockchain is a decentralised ledger.
This emerging technology claims to be able to do away with
trust as we know it, replacing it with a form of digital trust
via a decentralised approach to accounting. This peer-topeer platform promises to remove the need for trusted
intermediaries such as the government or banks, allowing
users to transact directly.
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4. Lessons on trust

Trust in leadership and management
The beneficial impact of trust on multiple components of
organisational performance is now widely accepted. High
levels of institutional trust within an organisation creates
trust among co-workers,32 which has a positive impact on
innovation,33 staff turnover and organisational support, and
trust in the supervisor34 creates superior performance.
A key element of management’s effectiveness is determined
by how much a leader is trusted by those working for
and with the leader.35 Trust in leadership has significant
positive outcomes, including job satisfaction, organisational
commitment and commitment to the leader’s decisions.36
Studies of sports teams highlights this. “Trust in leadership
allows the team members to suspend their questions,
doubts, and personal motives and instead throw themselves
into working toward team goals,” says one study.37 Other
research shows a correlation between trust in managers and
organisational performance, where higher levels of trust were
related to increased sales and profits, and decreased employee
turnover.38 One study, undertaken on trainee accountants,
shows that when supervisors demonstrate ethical leadership
trainees reported increased trust in those supervisors. This
study also found positive relationships between trust in a
supervisor and work engagement, and negative relationships
between trust in a supervisor and emotional exhaustion.39
A strong corporate purpose also helps promote an
organisation’s values and behaviours, and can help define its
culture. A PwC publication reports that 89% of Australia’s
CEOs build trust with their workforce by being transparent
about their values.40
The 2018 Edelman Trust Barometer reports higher levels of
public trust in employees than in leaders: 47% of respondents
are likely to trust an organisation’s employees, whereas only
44% are likely to trust the CEO. 78% of respondents to the
2019 Edelman Trust Barometer were of the view that the
manner in which a company treats its employees is one
of the best indicators of its level of trustworthiness. 77%
of Australian respondents were particularly trusting of
their employers, with over three quarters of respondents
agreeing that they trusted their employer to “do the right
thing”. This was much higher (by 30 and 20 percentage
points respectively) than their trust in the government and
business. It was also higher than the global average.
However despite this, untrustworthy behaviour by
employers and leaders is not uncommon. We highlight just
one of these in the following case study: a case of misconduct
at a prominent New Zealand law firm.

The future of trust

Case study: A breach of trust in leadership41
The double impact

In 2017, the New Zealand media reported claims by five
summer clerks that they were sexually harassed by a
partner and solicitor while working at a prominent law firm
in the summer of 2015-16.
In early 2018, after considerable public and media scrutiny,
the firm commissioned an independent, external review to
review the incidents and report on the firm’s framework of
policies, standards and systems, and its culture.
The subsequent report published in July 2018 found
“failings in the firm’s governance, structure, management,
policies, standards, and systems, as well as the lack of a code
of conduct”. The report also noted bullying behaviour,
excessive work hours for junior lawyers and fear of the
consequences for speaking out.
These incidents also affected employees’ trust in the firm’s
leadership and caused considerable damage to the firm’s
reputation. “The lack of action by the chief executive and
the board in the face of widespread knowledge of ongoing
inappropriate relationships has severely damaged trust and
confidence in the leadership of the firm.”42
Universities distanced themselves from the firm,
and public calls were made to boycott the firm.
New Zealand Law Society President Kathryn Beck
said the incidents were symptomatic of a deeper problem
across the entire law profession.

Lesson: A healthy corporate culture and strong
governance are central to creating a trusting working
environment. A breach of trust has a double impact.
As well as being morally and ethically wrong, it
also hurts business. Companies that are not trusted
must work harder to retain and grow their customer
base, to attract talented employees and to maintain
their social licence to operate.43
Trust in sectors
Over recent years, the financial services sector has suffered
from a global crisis in trust. Trust is particularly important in
service-based industries due to the abstract nature of many
services.44 In the financial services sector, being customeroriented is insufficient; instead, salespeople must demonstrate
ethical behaviour to be trusted.45 The Australian financial
services sector reached a critical juncture in 2017, when a Royal
Commission was established to investigate practice in the
banking, superannuation and financial services industry. In
New Zealand, the Financial Markets Authority and the Reserve
Bank of New Zealand recently issued an unfavourable report
on the conduct and culture of the life insurance industry in
New Zealand.

Page 12

Case study: Trust in the financial sector
in Australia
A long road to recovery

The interim report of the Royal Commission into
Misconduct in the Banking, Superannuation and Financial
Services Industry (the Royal Commission) reveals a long
list of failures by regulators and industry management,
including poor governance, conflicts of interest, unethical
norms of behaviour, and a lack of historic action when
inappropriate and unacceptable behaviours were
highlighted.46 The Royal Commission’s final report made
76 recommendations and 24 referrals for potentially
criminal conduct.
Widespread unethical practices in the sector include:
• charging fees where no services were provided;
• giving inappropriate advice to customers;
• improper conduct by advisers, including falsifying
documents and engaging in deceptive conduct relating to
clients;
• breaching responsible lending practices;
• selling products that were not fit-for-purpose, such as
add-on insurance where the customer may not have been
able to claim the benefits of the policy.
The issues raised go back at least to the Global Financial
Crisis in 2008.
The commission’s interim report concluded that the
motivation for this behaviour was often greed: “the pursuit
of short term profit at the expense of basic standards of
honesty”. As similar questionable conduct occurred at
all of the major Australian financial entities, the report
suggested that this could not be written off as a few “rogue
operations” because it “ignores the root causes of conduct,
which often lie with the systems, processes and culture
cultivated by an entity. It does not contribute to rebuilding
public trust in the financial advice industry”.
The impact of the findings is widespread. Recent reports
show that 20% of Australians say they believe banks, in
general, are ethical or can be trusted to do what is right
and fair.47 The lack of integrity, competency and goodwill
detailed in the report suggest that it will be a long road
until people regain trust in the sector.
In our survey, we asked respondents if there was one thing
that organisations could do to improve trust …what would that
be. Their response was that honesty and transparency were
crucial to improve trust with organisations. These two
factors accounted for 60% of responses and further support
the importance of honesty and openness in all business
engagements.

The future of trust

Lesson: Honesty and openness are common
factors in discussions on trust. This suggests
that new technologies have not yet changed the
fundamental components of trusting business
relationships. It remains to be seen whether this will
change as a result of emerging technologies such as
blockchain. The Deloitte Trust Index48 reports that
to rebuild trust, banks should demonstrate traits
such as respect and integrity, rather than focusing
on technology and products. Trust thrives where
people are treated with respect and business is
undertaken in an open and honest environment.

Trust in brands
In the current environment of increasing distrust in
institutions including the government, brands have been
described by the global communications and marketing firm
Edelman as the “new democracy”. Increasingly, consumers
are turning to brands as their champions. Many consumers
say they believe organisations with a strong brand can act
on the issues they care about better than an ineffectual
politician.49
For example Amazon.com’s successful work with the
growing homeless population of Seattle, an issue with which
the local City Council has an ongoing struggle. Amazon are
constructing and funding a homeless shelter called Mary’s
Place on their Seattle campus which will house up to 200
homeless citizens. They have also launched a $2 billion fund
to support the homeless and build preschools in low-income
communities. Similarly, in 2017 Microsoft founder Bill Gates
and his wife Melinda pledged $1.7 billion to public education
in the United States.
53% of Edleman survey respondents agreed that
organisations with strong brands can do more than
government to solve social ills — and nearly half say that
organisations have better ideas. However, many organisations
too are suffering from a sweeping lack of trust around the
world. Consumers are increasingly holding organisations
accountable. Brands that are perceived as humane and build
personal relationships with their customers are perceived as
more trustworthy.50
The director of brand marketing at Cadillac, Melody Lee,
said that customer trust affected their bottom line: “we
believe building that trust in the brand will ultimately bring
the sales that we need”.51
In order to explore the impact of trust on brand loyalty,
our survey respondents were asked what factors, other than
price and quality, would make them distrust major brands
that they had historically supported. Answers are shown in
Chart 4.1.
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Dishonesty was the most significant factor, with 71% of
Australians and 73% of New Zealanders selecting this
option, reinforcing the importance of honesty in the trust
relationship. Negative social media generated the lowest level
of distrust in both countries. However, data breaches and
use of data without permission both scored highly among
respondents.
While people clearly dislike other factors such as
environmental scandals or poor employment practices,
lack of honesty is likely to have the biggest impact on
brand loyalty.
Chart 4.1: Which factors (other than price and quality) would
make you reconsider using a brand you had previously
trusted and used regularly?

73%
71%

Dishonesty
Negative social
media

31%
32%
56%
59%

Legal breaches
Data used without
permission

62%
66%
54%
57%

Data breach
Poor employment
practices

64%
60%

Environmental
scandal
0%

50%

10%

This point was raised by one of our interviewees: “The market
doesn’t realise who is a qualified accountant now. Anyone can
call themselves an accountant – people don’t know who is a CA.
Poor quality can come from someone who isn’t an accountant, but
most people wouldn’t see that. Chartered Accountants Australia
and New Zealand has a challenge with how to differentiate the
profession”.53
However, recent research shows that brand-driven
differentiation can create a perceived monopoly, whereby
“your belief – and the collective public’s belief – in the
superiority of one brand over all others make it possible for
that brand to enjoy monopoly profits”.54
Lesson: There is potential for technical experts to
take advantage of the perceived monopoly attached
to the brand of their profession. This opportunity
is particularly topical in the current environment
where technical experts are increasingly trusted.

58%

20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%
New Zealand

Australia

Multiple factors impact on brands, and media is among the
most significant. The Chartered Accountants Worldwide
Edelman Intelligence survey asked respondents if recent
news coverage of the accountancy profession had negatively
affected their view of the profession. The results in
Table 4.1 reflect that New Zealand has not had the same level
of accounting scandals as some other countries, although
one of our interviewees, a partner in a Big Four firm, said:
“Globally, the industry is under pressure. There are a lot of
negative comments globally around the Big Four especially
and their role and various failures – particularly in relation to
independence and quality”.52
Table 4.1: Agree that recent news coverage of the
accountancy profession had negatively impacted views
UK

Ireland

South
Africa

Australia

New
Zealand

57%

59%

62%

57%

50%
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While media coverage of the accountancy profession as a
whole impacts public perceptions of the profession, the
brand may also be tarnished by the poor performance
of “accountants” that are not professionally qualified
Chartered Accountants. Such “accountants “are not subject
to the rigorous initial and ongoing ethical and educational
requirements required of Chartered Accountants, and other
professionally qualified accountants.

Trust in government and government agencies
Citizens’ trust in government is crucial to facilitate social
and economic transactions that would otherwise not
be possible. The extent to which citizens trust the state
affects their acceptance of, and compliance with, laws
and regulations.55 Failure to achieve objectives, breaking
promises or perceptions of irresponsibility with spending
can all contribute to reduced trust in government. Trust in
government (and politicians) in Australia is at the lowest
level in 20 years. The decline in political trust also impacts
public confidence in other political institutions with only
five rated as having more than 50% trust (police, military,
civic wellbeing organisations, universities and healthcare
institutions).56
For business, trust in government starts with the creation
of a cooperative, consistent and smart global regulatory
environment.57 Regulation needs to be agile and principlesbased so that it can adapt to rapidly changing technologies.
One opportunity to increase trust in government is through
digital transformation. Most government agencies are
transforming, or attempting to transform, into more digitally
connected, mobile-enabled and analytics-driven entities.58
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A key driver in this process is the potential to improve
outcomes and citizen services through the use of mobile
platforms, cloud-based infrastructure and intelligent, AIdriven decision-making. Digital transformation provides
an opportunity for government agencies to improve public
trust, previously lost in complex interactions.59 Digital
services allow more extensive and easier engagement
between citizens and the government.
Simple factors that help build trust include:
• modern design and interfaces;
• plain language; easy access to help;
• clear actions and next steps;
• familiar processes and consistency.60
Governments hold significant amounts of citizens’ private
information. Trust is undermined when this information
is not protected. A survey by KPMG reported that 6070% of respondents did not trust government or business
with location data, web or app activity or content of online
conversations.61 However, our survey results found that
protecting private data was the top concern for only 5% of
respondents.
There is a relatively high level of trust in public services and
government in New Zealand. In fact, trust in the public
sector is higher than trust in the private sector.62 However, in
Australia, the 2018 Edelman Trust Barometer report showed
a decreasing trust in government.63 Government agencies
have made deliberate attempts over the past 15-20 years to
regain public trust. One example of this is New Zealand’s
Inland Revenue.

Case study: Inland Revenue New Zealand
Benefits of a high-trust environment

The New Zealand tax authority, Inland Revenue, has a
number of roles in addition to collecting tax revenue. The
department provides policy advice to the government,
in conjunction with the New Zealand Treasury, and
is involved with the collection and disbursement of
other payments such as KiwiSaver (retirement savings)
contributions and some welfare support payments.
Historically, Inland Revenue has battled a reputation for
being heavy-handed and unsympathetic to debtors. In
the late 1990s, the organisation was accused of pushing
people to suicide with its approach to debt collection.
Inland Revenue sought to change public perception of the
department by becoming a customer-centric organisation
that regarded taxpayers as customers.
This focus included a pledge to understand their
customers, make it easier for customers to deal with Inland
Revenue, provide personalised services and design their
service around the customer.64
Technology has played an important role in improving
customer experiences, while data analytics has played a key part
in helping Inland Revenue understand their customer.
Inland Revenue’s strategic approach was to “foster trust
and confidence in Inland Revenue and the integrity of the
tax and social policy system”.65
Inland Revenue reports annually on the performance
measurement of “Customers have trust and confidence
in Inland Revenue”. In 2017, they reported that 87.9% of
customers had trust and confidence in Inland Revenue.66
The performance measure had increased over each of the
prior four years, reflecting efforts to improve trust with tax
paying customers.
Inland Revenue’s success with improving trust contrasts
with the Australian Tax Office (ATO). Inspector-General of
Taxation in Australia, Ali Noroozi, argues that confidence
and trust are the best motivators for voluntary tax
compliance but acknowledges the ATO has faced some
serious trust issues.
These include IT failures in 2016 and 2017, a high profile
fraud case in 2017 involving one of the highest-ranking
officers in the ATO, and a media investigation into debt
collection practices by the ATO.67 The latter resulted in an
ABC Four Corners Report with the headline “A Mongrel
Bunch of Bastards”, with reference to the ATO.68 69 These
events all weakened the trust of taxpayers in the ATO,
with research suggesting that this will impact on voluntary
compliance.

The future of trust
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Our research suggests that it is the move away from face-toface contact that really starts to erode trust.

Lesson: A strong organisational purpose within
government and government agencies, as well as
corporates and not-for-profits helps build trust
with employees as well as customers and other
stakeholders. Purpose defines a business and why
it exists,70 communicating culture, values and
focus, all of which help align stakeholder and
organisational interests and promote trust.

Our survey results suggest that changes in the level of face-to
face contact over time impacts trust. However when it comes
to the increased use of technology, changes in the level of
digital contact over time appears to have no impact on trust.
Respondents who reported increased digital contact with
their accountant compared to five years earlier experienced
no associated increased trust in their accountant. However
respondents who saw their accountant less face-to-face than
five years earlier reported lower trust in their accountant
than those who saw them more or the same.

Trust in technology
Advancements in technology have greatly improved our
quality of life. Multiple platforms remove the need to have
an intermediary in many transactions. Some platforms are
now larger than many governments and this generates a
trust issue, particularly in relation to private data. Recent
examples include the ethically questionable use of Facebook
data by Cambridge Analytica.

We can confidently say that it’s not the technology
and shift to digital contact that is impacting trust
in accountants
While technology makes transacting easier, personal
connections help build trust. Research shows multiple
advantages from face-to-face contact, including developing
closeness, and feeling known and understood.76 Face-toface contact has the added advantages of often making
communication more effective, facilitating socialisation
and learning, and providing psychological motivation.77 It
is worth noting that while not a replacement for face-toface contact, digital contact such as Skype delivers benefits
not provided by other means of digital communication.
These include the ability to detect tone of voice, read
facial cues, and other forms of nonverbal communication.
This is significant, as studies suggest that up to 55% of
communication is nonverbal.

While new technologies are converging to foster nextgeneration innovation, they also bring about a crisis of trust
– digital trust.71 An increasing digital presence requires
increased focus on associated security risks. Trust is a
primary predictor of technology usage.72 Studies report a
high level of distrust when individuals need to share personal
data with other entities, such as companies or governments.73
One study reports that 70% of organisations agree that
by using data and analytics, they generate the possibility
of reputation risk from events such as data breaches, or
mis-selling goods and services.74 Building consumer trust is
essential for online businesses, because trust plays a strong
part in determining whether a consumer will do business
with an unknown retailer online.75

We asked our survey respondents how increased use of
technology had affected their trust in different organisations,
platforms and professions. These results are shown in
Chart 4.2.

Chart 4.2: For each of the following types of organisations, how much has the increased use of technology
impacted your level of trust?
Peer-to-peer platform

6%

Major tech companies

5%

Directors
Major companies

7%

7%

7%

The justice/court system

8%

Teachers

8%

Government

6%

Engineers

8%

Doctors

8%

Lawyers
News media
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27%
33%

37%

12%

42%

45%

12%
40%

26%

8%

37%

30%

52%

36%

54%

7%

45%

45%

10%

41%

29%

33%

40%

Trust them more

7%
35%

14%

20%

4%

31%

37%

28%

Tech use hasn’t increased

33%
29%

49%

4%

0%

22%

39%
39%

7%

Religious institutions

19%

40%

20%

8%

Accountants

20%
29%

49%

34%

5%

The Police

38%
32%

25%

5%

Political Parties
Banks

36%
34%

38%

60%

20%

80%

Trust them the same

100%

120%

Trust them less
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Increased use of technology resulted in retention or
increased levels of trust in most groups. The groups most
negatively affected by technology are the groups who are
already not trusted: news media (35%), political parties (33%),
government (30%) and major technology companies (29%).
This reinforces our finding that technology is not increasing
distrust in most business environments.
Specific issues related to the impact of new technologies
on business were raised in our interviews. One interviewee
commented: “the way in which the profession is seen to be
handling client information in a cloud computing environment
is something we will see play out over the next short while”.78
Another technologically driven issue was clients’ increasing
demands, particularly around speed of delivery of services.
Case study: Trust in algorithms
Algorithms are used in increasingly diverse ways such
as calculating credit ratings, investing in shares or even
predicting crimes. Many algorithms are used to try to
individualise offerings to customers, such as Spotify’s
music recommendations or websites’ advertising content.
But the use of algorithms raises ethical issues. China’s
“social credit” system, expected to be fully operational
in 2020, uses algorithms to determine a person’s social
credit. This may then affect their future options
such as choice of university, government jobs or even
opportunities to travel.
The dangers of algorithms include conscious bias,
inaccurate predictive analysis, absence of cultural
differentiation and lack of transparency. When
algorithms do not work appropriately, this
generates distrust.
Professor Genevieve Bell, an anthropologist at Australian
National University who works at the intersection of
technology development and culture, explains that the
period of industrialisation we are now moving into has
tools and technologies involving entirely new capabilities
for people and machines . Algorithms can work with
more complex data than any human, however
Bell cautions:
If all we do is think about the technology we set ourselves up
to not be as successful as we could and should be… Having
humans in the middle, both as objects and subjects and
regulators of that technology is the most important and in
some ways the hardest thing to do.79

Our survey asked respondents if they had frequent contact
with their accountant over the past five years. For those that
responded that they did, we then asked them about how
their engagement with their accountant had changed over
the past five years. These findings are shown in Charts 4.3
and 4.4.
Over half of respondents in both Australia and New Zealand
have similar patterns of face-to-face contact as they did five
years ago. Of those who have changed, 31% of Australians
and 27% of New Zealanders see their accountant face-to-face
more often than five years ago.
Chart 4.3: I see my accountant face-to-face more often that I
used to five years ago
60%
40%

54% 53%

31%

27%

20%
0%

15%

Agree
– more often

Neither
Australia

Disagree
– less often

New Zealand

Australian respondents were most likely to say that there
were no changes in digital contact (49%) while New
Zealanders were most likely to say that they have more
digital contact with their accountant (56%). Only a small
proportion (5% in Australia and 9% in New Zealand) have
less digital contact with their accountant. Thus, while most
people see their accountant more or around the same amount
than five years ago, people have more electronic contact
with their accountant. This suggests that technology is not
restricting face-to-face contact.
Chart 4.4: I have more digital contact with my accountant
than I did five years ago
60%

56%
45%

49%

40%

35%

20%
5%

0%

Agree
– more often

Neither
Australia
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20%

9%

Disagree
– less often

New Zealand
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Respondents largely reported no change in their reliance
on accountants (53% of Australians and 46% of New
Zealanders). Around one-third reported that they rely less on
their accountant and do more themselves (33% in Australia
and 35% in New Zealand). This is likely to be due to
increased use of accounting software, such as Xero. However,
this creates an opportunity for accountants to provide
strategic business advice, rather than operational assistance.

The future of trust

Lesson: People had a higher level of trust in an
accountant, a higher level of trust in business
advice provided by an accountant, and a higher
level of trust in financial statements that were
audited by an accountant, where they had a
personal relationship with their accountant. The
evidence is clear: maintaining strong professional
relationships is vital. Face-to-face contact can
further strengthen these relationships.
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Conclusion

How to enhance trust: new technologies + old values
Digital distrust: Don’t let technology get in the
way of face-to-face business relationships
Our research reiterates the importance of face-toface relationships. As we increasingly communicate
electronically, this reinforces the importance of
maintaining personal relationships with customers and
clients because face-to-face contact brings multiple benefits.
Communicate your purpose – loudly
While people remain confident in the technical abilities of
an expert, our research found that people are less confident
in the ability of an organisation to provide unbiased
advice reflective of their own personal values. This was
particularly true for accountants, which presents a trust
opportunity. All businesses, including accountants, need
clear organisational values and a purpose that goes beyond
making a profit. Communicate these values authentically
and clearly to current and prospective clients to build trust
and connections.
Mind the trust gap
Be mindful of the trust gap; the gap between what are
generally believed to be the main trust concerns of people
and their actual concerns. Focus on what is important to
your customers.

The future of trust

Focus on fundamentals: honesty is key
Never forget the importance of honesty. This old-fashioned
value mattered to our survey respondents a lot more than
modern issues such as data protection. Honesty was one
of the primary trust concerns of every profession and
institution.
The resurgence of the expert: leverage your
expertise
International research suggests that experts, both technical
and academic, are who we trust most. In fact, in a climate
of declining trust in institutions, trust in technical experts
is rising. If you are an expert in your field, leverage this to
gain trust and a competitive advantage. Now is the time for
experts to rebuild trust with adversely impacted groups.
Your employees are the key to trust and trust
goes both ways
Leverage your workforce – they are key to building and
maintaining trust in your business. As part of carrying
out their role, employees build relationships, and therefore
trust, with clients. Research supports the notion that
consumers trust employees of a brand more than they
trust its CEO or executive team. But trust goes both ways.
If employees are to trust their employers there must be
an organisational culture of open communication. Trust
flourishes when organisations are genuinely transparent
about their values, and only when management of all levels
embrace diversity and inclusivity and ‘walk the talk’ by
leading with trust.
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