
The trust deficit
between workers
and organizations
isn’t personal. It’s
systemic.
Lingering distrust around work and workplace
monitoring is highlighting the need for organizations to
rethink foundational policies, processes, and practices.
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A small, cheap product is quietly appearing on desks across many firms. It comes in

several flavors: a small USB plug (much like the adapter for a wireless mouse) or a

USB-enabled podium for your mouse to rest on when you’re not using it. Both serve

the same function: to constantly "jiggle” your mouse, creating the illusion of activity

where there is none. They’re intended to fool monitoring software, which often

assumes that a lack of movement implies a lack of work rather than that the worker

may be attending to some noncomputer related task—listening intently in a meeting

or taking notes on a physical notepad, for example.

While seemingly benign, mouse jigglers are a symptom of a much larger problem.

Organizations are introducing workplace monitoring software in an effort to track

and so improve employee productivity, while workers are engaging in productivity
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theater  (such as using mouse jigglers) to appear productive. This strange dynamic is a

symptom of deeper problems lying under the surface, undiagnosed.

Work and workplace monitoring, even when driven by a positive intention to create

value for organizations and workers alike, is instead deepening the trust chasm

between employers and employees. The underlying cause of this growing trust deficit

goes beyond isolated incidents or individual actions, but rather the systemic

dysfunctions—in the work practices, policies, and processes—that permeate the

organization. If leaders want to realize their performance and productivity

aspirations, then efforts to build trust must extend beyond the interpersonal to the

organizational.

Workplace monitoring: Good intentions,
poor outcomes
Workplace monitoring tools—and the policies and processes they support—appear to

be evolving in a dystopian direction. From manufacturing and frontline workers to

information and knowledge professionals, and even managers and executives,

technology is enabling a new era of monitoring and micromanagement for them.

Initial hopes that this technology would encourage productivity improvement, foster

well-being, and improve job quality have given way to fears that it appears to be

driving us toward an unhappy and unproductive future of bad jobs. Quiet quitting

(where disgruntled employees restrict their daily work to only the tasks listed in their

job descriptions, arriving at work on time but departing the minute the workday ends)

has gone from an oddity to a distinct trend. On the other hand, loud quitting  (where

workers are actively disengaged and may work to undermine employers’ goals) is on

the rise. Disillusioned workers might even turn to over-employment,  simultaneously

holding down two or more full-time jobs, as they find gaming the system more

rewarding than investing themselves and their career in one workplace.

Yet there is nothing inevitable about a dystopian technological future. How the

technologies at our disposal are approached is often more important than the

particular technologies used.  There’s a material difference, for example, between a

mortar and pestle used to pound basil, pine nuts, and olive oil to make pesto for a
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friendly dinner party, and a Roman slave using the same technology to pound meat all

day in preparation for a party.  Similarly, a smartphone can be used strategically to

enhance and uplift productivity, or it may be used in a less purposeful and distracting

manner, losing time passively scrolling though social media or playing games that

affect one's sense of overall well-being. A useful shorthand is to think of technology

not as a thing but as a form of human action. New technology creates new

opportunities, but it’s how these opportunities are used that determines if the

technology will be liberating or oppressive.

It’s not that the executives and managers designing these work systems necessarily

have bad intentions. Systemic dysfunction is often the unintended consequence of

many otherwise well-meaning decisions. The intention is likely to foster the adoption

of more productive and healthy work habits by providing workers with data on where

they actually invest their time (rather than where they think they invest it) and by

enabling them to compare themselves and their work habits with their peers. This

emphasis on quantifying organizational performance could be seen as a riff on the

quantified-self movement—an aspiration that “self-knowledge through numbers” will

enable us to improve ourselves and our work.

But what started as a project to provide workers with fine-grained activity data to

help them improve their own performance has resulted in that same data being used

to drive performance management and renumeration processes over which the worker

has little (if any) influence. Workers find themselves beholden to workplace

monitoring software, their day divided into even-thinner slices with each slice

individually accounted for (and renumerated).

Despite this, few executives have paid products like mouse jigglers much attention.

Stories of quiet quitting or productivity theater are assumed to only apply to other

organizations (not their own) with higher-than-usual levels of productivity paranoia.

This is not necessarily the case. It can be difficult, if not impossible, to appreciate what

it’s like to work in a quantified organization  without experiencing it for oneself.

There’s a fine line between providing workers with tools to improve their productivity

and creating an overbearing work environment that drives them to productivity
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theater. Often it takes a personal connection—a conversation with a family member

using a mouse jiggler, for example—before an executive realizes that the experience of

those working in their carefully designed quantified organization might make workers

less productive and more distrustful of the organization.

Organizational trust is in trouble
The root of the problem is that well-meaning leaders, executives who likely trust

individual workers, don’t trust “workers” as a group. When making operational

decisions or designing new policy and processes, leaders often treat workers like

naughty children to be kept in line, regardless of their trust in individual workers.

Their focus then naturally tends toward monitoring and compliance and yields

policies and processes that indicate distrust in workers, which, in turn, erodes

workers’ trust in the organization. Workers feel disempowered and micromanaged

and respond with compensating actions that create the illusion of productivity at the

cost of real productivity.

“Eighty percent of employees who have
high levels of trust in their employers feel
motivated to work, versus less than 30%
of those who don’t. But less than half of
workers say they trust their employer.”

Much has been written about the importance of trust in the workplace. Worker trust

in the organization, and in management, is associated with more productive and



happier workers. Trust makes organizations stronger while reducing turnover and

improving engagement and is correlated with superior productivity and job quality.

Trust’s importance in the workplace has grown as work has become less transactional

and task-based, and more reliant on collaboration, working in teams, and creativity.

Psychological safety, for example, is an important contributor to both creativity and

working digitally and is closely related to trust.

Organizations commonly only consider one aspect of trust: trust as an interpersonal

phenomenon, the relationship between a worker and a manager. Consequently,

diagnosing a lack of trust often results in efforts to foster trust by encouraging and

training managers and executives to behave in a trustworthy way: demonstrating

empathy and kindness toward employees, communicating in a straightforward

manner, and consistently and dependably delivering on commitments made to

employees.

What has been missing is an acknowledgment that workers don’t only trust their

managers as individuals; they also trust them as extensions of the organization they

represent.  Trust is both contextual and collective. An employee may trust their

manager as an individual, for example, while not trusting them in their role as a

manager. Similarly, a manager may trust a particular worker as an individual, while

distrusting “workers” as a group. It’s difficult for workers to separate their experience

with workplace monitoring solutions from the context of interactions with their

manager.

What’s more, a worker’s trust is also informed by the collective experiences of their

colleagues. Many interactions workers have with their manager (and the larger

organization) involve their whole team and not just themselves as individuals.

Workplace monitoring need only impact a colleague, rather than the worker directly,

for the worker’s trust in the firm and their manager to be affected. The challenging

conversation of pay transparency is a case in point, with perceptions of inequitable

treatment quickly leading to discontent.  Workers respond by collectively developing

and adopting behaviors to mitigate or otherwise compensate for what they see as
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excessive workplace monitoring or other impositions. Using a mouse jiggler is one

such adaptive behavior that can quickly spread across a workplace. Like speeding,

what is seen as a modest transgression—rule-breaking with a small “r”—is easily

justified when “everyone is doing it.”

Compensating behaviors trade actual productivity for perceived productivity—gaming

workplace monitoring at the expense of getting work done. In one example of this,

hospice chaplains tweaked their schedules to ensure that they regularly engaged in

“spiritual care drive-bys” to game productivity metrics, investing time in an activity

that was regularly monitored while neglecting other responsibilities that weren’t.

Productivity isn’t the outcome of trust; it’s
the first step in unlocking it
The correlation between trust and productivity has led many executives to assume

that improving trust should improve productivity—that causality runs from trust to

productivity. This may be the case for interpersonal trust. However, it’s not the case

for organizational trust. In that case, causality runs from productivity to trust:

creating a supportive and productive organization for the workers to inhabit fosters

their trust in the organization.

Workers develop trust in an organization, and the managers representing it, when they

feel that the organization is enabling them to be productive and have purpose and

impact. This is both in an immediate sense (for the task at hand) and longitudinal

sense (over their career). Workers react to what they see as unproductive, unfair, and

unjustified management by collectively developing compensating actions. On the other

hand, over the long term, workers who trust the organization to take care of them are

more invested in their work and less likely to focus on either being seen to be doing a

good job in order to earn a promotion or treating the organization as a temporary

stepping-stone to the next opportunity.

While workplace monitoring has been shown to have some positive effects (such as in

reducing theft),  more extensive monitoring can backfire. Monitored employees are
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more likely to take unapproved breaks, disregard instructions, damage workplace

property, and deliberately work at a slow pace, among other productivity-sapping and

rule-breaking behaviors.  Monitoring makes employees feel less responsible for their

own behavior. Managers are implicated as they are seen as part of the monitoring

system—a cog in the firm’s surveillance bureaucracy. Workers feel justified in leaving

their personal values at the door, as they see the monitoring as excessive and

potentially in contravention of the organization’s stated values.

It’s common for leading practices around work and workplace monitoring to be

tweaked in response to these negative consequences. Often a “Goldilocks” approach

is suggested, with managers aiming for just the right amount of monitoring: not too

much, not too little. This ignores the root cause of the problem, the reason why too

much monitoring was implemented in the first place.

Trust works both ways: workers trusting management is contingent on management

and executive leadership trusting workers. If organizations are to enjoy the benefits of

trust, then managers need to foster interpersonal trust between themselves and the

workers they manage; and they need to institute policies and processes that enable the

workers to trust the system.

Creating organizations that can be trusted
To foster trust in organizations, we need to create organizations that can be trusted. A

trustworthy organization is one where workers are empowered to be productive. It’s

an organization that openly shares information, decisions, processes as an essential

part of building trust. It is also one where workers believe that policies and processes

that bind the organization together treat them fairly and support them in their work

and over the course of their career. What steps can organizations take to create this

kind of trust?

Rethink what success looks like

One place to begin is to ask: What does the organization truly value?
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There is often a difference between an organization’s declared and revealed values.

It’s common, for example, for an organization to declare that it values creativity while

implicitly disincentivizing creativity in employees’ work.  Or make statements that

prioritize, value and support well-being that are not reflected in policies and processes

that require workers to make trade-offs between their well-being and performance

management targets. Answering the question “What does the organization value?”

requires an evaluation of how staff (executives, managers, and workers) behave, how

organizational policies and processes influence and shape these behaviors, and the

consequences of these behaviors. What are the organization’s revealed values?

Executives must measure something to make their organization legible and so enable

them to manage it.  But there is a practical limit to what can be measured. Often, it’s

not possible to directly measure what management is most interested in, and thus

measurements end up as a compromise: a tradeoff between what they would like to

measure and what is practical to measure.

Creativity is a case in point. It’s a deceptively simple concept—the creation of

something novel and useful.  While the creativity of a work product can be

measured,  it can be challenging to identify links between an act of creativity and the

actions of a worker. This is because creativity is the result of a generative process—the

product of interactions among the members of a team, work practices and

management processes, and organizational culture—rather than the result of

particular skills or tasks.  While it’s possible to gauge the overall creative

performance of a team, it can be challenging, if not impossible, to quantify the

contribution of each team member.  In addition, many of the interactions that lead to

creative outcomes will be hidden or otherwise unrelated to the task at hand—as Grant

Wood  (1891–1942) observed, “all the good ideas I ever had came to me when I was

milking a cow.”

“Creativity comes with a cost. If it is not
explicitly designed in, then it has been
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implicitly designed out.”
As work has become increasingly digital, the once-clear line from worker through

activity to outcome has eroded. Work has become more collaborative and complex,

and the 21 -century skills required to successfully navigate this more complex world,

such as creativity, critical thinking, teamwork, and cross-cultural interaction, don’t

have the same direct connection from activity to outcome. Some activities will be

impractical to measure and so be invisible. There is also British economist Charles

Goodhart's law to contend with, that “[w]hen a measure becomes a target, it ceases to

be a good measure.”  Worker effort will favor activities that are measured even if this

requires the worker to ignore other important but unmeasured activities, or to engage

in compensating actions, such as conducting more “spiritual care drive-bys,”

substituting productivity theater for actual productivity.

Not everything that matters can be measured.  Performance management

frameworks are necessarily based on a simplified view of the thing being managed.

The history of scientific forestry in the 18  and 19  centuries provides a cautionary

tale  of how neglecting what hasn’t been measured can easily lead to killing the very

thing an organization is trying to nurture. Scientific forestry at the time focused on

tree health and timber yields, while neglecting the broader ecological functions of

forests, such as biodiversity, water regulation, and soil preservation. While the

scientific forestry improved productivity in the first generation of new trees, forests

often failed in the second, as the new practices had made the forest more vulnerable to

pests, diseases, and ecological disruptions. Mouse jigglers and quiet quitting are both

signals that an organization’s policies and processes are biased toward what is easy to

measure instead of what should be measured.

A disconnect between an organization’s declared and revealed values is a sign of

systemic dysfunction, where the policies and processes that bind the organization

together are driving the organization away from its goals. An organization’s declared

values must be realized in its operating model, as it’s the operating model that shapes

the revealed values. For example, a close reading of many operating models will often
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fail to find a mention of creativity. Creativity comes with a cost and so if it is not

explicitly designed in, then it has been implicitly designed out.

Be mindful of unwritten expectations

Organizations have both formal and informal sides. The carefully designed equitable

policies and process guardrails that are part of the formal organization can be

subverted if leadership publicly acknowledges or celebrates things that go against

communicated organizational policies and processes. A hard-charging sales team

might be rewarded even if the team’s success relies on out-of-hours commitments from

team members—commitments that go against company policy and disenfranchise

workers who have responsibilities outside of the office. Celebrating a team for

wrestling a struggling project over the line might be rewarding failures in planning

and engaging the client early in the journey, rather than astute technical and client

management skills late in the engagement. Or a company’s commitment to a work-

from-home policy—to create a more equitable workplace—can be undermined if

informal face-to-face networks are essential for promotion.

Public recognition by executives of long hours, out-of-hours responsiveness, or

participation in after-work activities sends a strong social signal that these actions are

valued by the organization. This is true even if the actions are not aligned with a firm’s

declared values. Informal values can easily trump formal policies and processes.

“Public recognition of informal values—
long hours, out-of-hours responsiveness,
participation in after-work activities—
sends a strong social signal about what’s
actually valued by the organization.”
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Executives must lead by example, both in doing the right thing and in being seen to

do the right thing.  Subordinates eager to court their manager can easily go astray,

anticipating a need that doesn’t align with the organization’s declared values.  For

example, a leader’s off-hand comment that “we always seem to need this meeting

room” could translate to their subordinate block-booking the room against company

policy. Other executives (and subordinates) will see the block-booking and copy the

(minor) transgression, which snowballs until most of the rooms are booked but also

empty (against company policy), disrupting work and dragging down productivity

while disheartening affected employees and fostering an “us and them” mentality. An

executive unclear in their expressed needs and actions can easily create unwritten

expectations that quickly lead to systemic dysfunction.

Cocreate policies with workers
Executives should consider how workers will experience life inside the policies and

processes they are crafting. What trade-offs will the workers make? Are these trade-

offs constructive or destructive? Will they result in a productivity boost or in

productivity theater?

It can be difficult for managers and leaders to understand and appreciate these trade-

offs without experiencing directly what it’s like to work within the proposed polices

and processes. Seeing things from workers’ perspectives requires integrating workers

into the policy and process development. Cocreating policy and process with their

workers fosters a culture of trust, collaboration and inclusion —something

done with workers and not to them. Along with the usual surveys, firms can create a

“voice of the worker” council or include representative workers directly into process

and policy development teams.

Integrating workers into policy and process development can be challenging for

management as workers bring to the table a different set of priorities. They might ask

for discretion to work in the way they find most productive and that integrates with

their life outside work, highlighting their need to negotiate a coherent digital

31

32

33



environment when working digitally  and to manage the “greasy boundary” between

remote and in-office work.

This implies crafting policies and processes that share responsibility and

accountability between management and worker, rather than delegating it to one or

the other. Policies should clearly identify what the organization mandates, where

worker discretion applies, and where there needs to be negotiation between the

worker and the organization. Workers must also be provided with tools and freedoms

to apply this discretion, for example, policies that enable workers to flex their

workday to accommodate personal needs, such as visiting a doctor or taking an

elderly parent to an appointment.

Additionally, policies should provide clear direction on where worker discretion ends

and organizational requirements begin. Management might, for example, allow

workers freedom in where and when they work, while also requiring that some work

be conducted face-to-face as a means of building interpersonal relationships and trust

within the team.  Rather than focusing on the false dichotomy of working in the

office versus working from home, the policy can enable flexible working that also

allows for important face-to-face touchpoints that build human relationships and help

bind teams together.

Building more human organizations
Organizations are populated by humans with human needs, and these human needs

must be factored into policy and process design to get the most out of both the

organization and the people within it. Moreover, the improved and more sustainable

business performance every leader is chasing is contingent on creating organizations

that not only account for these human needs but also treat them as a key contributor

to business performance.

Concerns about the low levels of trust in many organizations—and the associated

poor business performance—are well placed. What seems to be neglected, though, is
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that productivity is as much, if not more, a product of an organization’s policies and

processes as it is the habits of the individuals who inhabit it.

New technology enables us to quantify many day-to-day work activities. At the same

time, much of what workers do is unmeasured and possibly even unmeasurable.

Business and work have become more complex and contextual, and this is breaking

down the simple calculus of individual action to result. It’s all too easy to create a

policy and process environment that drives an organization’s revealed values away

from its declared ones, creating systemic disfunction. Leadership needs to ensure that

they, and the policies and processes that comprise their operating model, represent the

organization’s values.

Measurement is a requirement to make organizations legible and so manageable.

However, it’s also important to ensure that organizations are also legible to workers:

Can they see and navigate the policies and processes that affect them? Workers need

to understand how the organization works and how they can work with the

organization, where worker discretion is encouraged, where negotiation is needed,

and what the organizational mandates are.

Because trust between workers and organizations is both contextual and collective, it

is critical that organizations are seen to be treating workers fairly and equally—both

within and without the organization. This implies creating clear guard rails to prevent

known problems, guidelines on how transgressions will be dealt with, and ensuring

consistent application of these policies across the organization and across time.

The assumption has long been that low levels of trust have lowered productivity,

when it’s possible that causality runs the other way around. Trust is the symptom

rather than the cause, with high levels of trust a sign that an organization has created

a productive and fulfilling work environment.
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