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Summary – Episode 1: Who do you trust in 2020? 
 
In the first episode of “What the Trust?!”, host Lauren Valbert sits down with Steven Heywood (CEO 
Edelman Amsterdam) and Raymond de Connick (Head of Digital) to talk about the most important 
findings of our 20th annual Trust Barometer.  
 
Valbert begins by proposing some questions: 

• Is trust important in business? 

• Can trust be rebuilt? 

• What does it mean to be trusted? 
 
But, first off, what is trust? And why is it important? 
To answer that, Valbert asks us to look at our own behaviour when making an important purchasing 
decision – be it personal or professional. Of course, we look at the price of the thing we are buying, but 
increasingly we are looking at this more: do I trust this company to make a good product? To make it 
responsibly and sustainably? Do I feel good about using this product or do I feel ashamed among my 
peers for making this choice? How do I feel about this company’s impact on the world?  
 
Our Edelman Trust Barometer Research shows that many people, especially younger people, are asking 
these types of questions in their purchasing decisions. That means the very nature of brand loyalty has 
changed, as well as, who influences those people when they buy. To dig further into the changing 
landscape of who we trust, Valbert asks CEO of Edelman Amsterdam, Steven Heywood, to share his 
thoughts on the subject. 
 
Steve begins by saying that we have been looking at trust at Edelman for twenty years, so the Edelman 
Trust Barometer is now the longest longitudinal survey of trust in the world.  
 

The first trend he talks about is the inversion of influence. 
 
In the last twenty years, the top-down model of trust has changed into an upside down pyramid where, 
through the rise of social media, the man or woman on the street can be the one that drives trust, by 
either putting their trust in a brand or an icon or an influencer who’s doing trust-building behaviors or who 
can destroy your trust when they see a brand doing something they don’t like. Heywood asks us look at 
the time of the global financial crisis for examples showing how brands and institutions have destroyed 
trust in a heartbeat and the sands shifted overnight.  
 
In the last couple of years, however, there has been a more nuanced approach to this, where it’s not just 
around the mass public driving changes in trust, but about the communities which people live within – 
work, schools, neighborhoods. Within those trust is given and received in a much more local sense, so 
people are thinking of trust in relation to the proximity they have with an individual. Heywood feels that a 
lot of that can be driven to a long term erosion of trust, in media and social media, because people are 
really questioning the information they receive on their screen, from people they don’t know. There is, 
instead, a flight to familiarity and people are looking to build relationships and to build trust with those they 
can directly engage with.  
 
Valbert observes that this taps into the sense of general unease we are seeing around the quality of 
information that we are receiving through media and social media. The term “fake news” is common now; 
she asks Steven how that has affected the growth towards communities. 
 
Taking into account the current concerns around the authenticity of news in the wake of the coronavirus 
pandemic, Heywood points out the profound importance of trusted information. It can be observed – both 
in online as well as traditional news – people are struggling to differentiate between trusted and distrusted 
sources of information. And this has a life-threatening impact on people who are not receiving the right 
information and following the right instructions. This is why issues such as trust are fundamental to 
society, and to brands, he says.   
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The data from the research shows a clear decline in trust in government, over the last decades. This is 
also accompanied by the increased expectation from businesses to solve problems. Heywood observes 
that the government has been seen as the solution-provider, especially after the global financial crisis. 
Unfortunately, however, in most markets, the government hasn’t delivered on their promises. Hence the 
government, though seen widely as ethical and with the right intentions, is not being seen as competent 
enough to actually deliver on their promises. Whereas business is being seen as highly competent and 
able to deliver on these promises but not acting with the best intentions or being ethical. There is a gap 
here.  
 
Valbert: How can businesses step into that gap and be seen as more ethical? 
 
Heywood says that businesses, governments, NGOs, and the media all need to work together in close 
partnership so that each can build on the trust-driving attribute of the other and together move into a more 
trusted domain, where they are seen as both competent and ethical. This is also the key message from 
this year’s trust barometer, he says. 
 
The Edelman Trust barometer data from this year shows that the majority of the Dutch public feels that 
companies in the Netherlands – both domestic and foreign – act in the interest of their shareholders, only. 
This is why people prefer to trust an individual rather than a company spokesperson. This disconnect is 
particularly seen and felt in digital media, which has provided companies an unprecedented ability to 
reach a very targeted group of their customers. But have they done it right or has this created even more 
of a disconnect? Raymond de Connick, Head of Digital at Edelman Amsterdam is called upon to share 
his views. 
 
Brands have played their own part in contributing to the growing distrust in media, says de Connick. In the 
last ten years, there has been a conversion, with hardcore marketing and intrusive targeting of online 
consumers. Brands have also complained about overspending on digital advertising. There is really a 
need for more focus on long term branding, more human relationships etc.  
 
People are holding brands accountable for advertising on platforms that openly distribute fake news – in 
the Netherlands, for example, that percentage is over 50%. In other markets, it’s even higher, running up 
to 85%.  
 
We are at a crossroads, where people are becoming more aware of such problems and brands are not 
doing anything to address it in a definitive way. What are the possible solutions to bring trust back into the 
digital?  
 
Firstly, brands need to be more aware – not just of the contents and format but of the context. Where are 
their contents being shown? 
Secondly, brands need to be more proactive in taking more responsibility when it comes to online societal 
issues.  
Brands need to understand that their media buying power can actually help change the online world for 
good – just like in the real world.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


