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Introduction
Norman kept the book in the inside pocket of his donkey jacket, and for the first month I worked nights I assumed it was for betting.

It was a small red notebook with a cardboard cover gone soft at the corners, held shut with an elastic band that had once belonged to a bundle of delivery notes. He took it out perhaps twice a shift, wrote something in it with a stub of pencil, and put it away again. He never did this in the middle of a conversation. He did it afterwards, usually at the canteen table at three in the morning, between the second cup of tea and the third, with his reading glasses pushed down to the end of his nose.

Norman was the night foreman at the depot. He had been there, as far as anyone could tell, since the place was built. He was a short, square man with enormous forearms and a voice that could carry across the whole loading yard without ever sounding raised. The drivers called him “Uncle”, although none of them was related to him, and the warehouse lads did what he asked without being asked twice, which I had never seen anybody manage with the warehouse lads before or since.

I was twenty-seven and had been a supervisor for just over a year. I had been promoted off the planning desk, where I had been, I’ll admit, a very good route planner, and I was discovering at some length that being good at plans and being good at people weren’t the same thing. Norman didn’t report to me, exactly. The lines on the organisation chart were vague at night. But I was nominally in charge of the shift, and he was the person who actually ran it, and we both knew this, and he was kind enough never to say so.

One night in February, after a particularly bad shift in which two lorries had come back late and a driver had shouted at me in the yard, I sat down opposite him in the canteen and asked him, more or less directly, how he did it. Why did people believe him? Why, when he said a thing would happen, did they stop arguing and go and get on with their work, when the same sentence from me seemed to start an argument?

He looked at me over his glasses for a while. Then he took out the red notebook, took off the elastic band, and turned it round so I could read it.

It was a list. Each line had a date, a name and a short phrase. Mick, new gloves. Sandra, swap Thursday. Brenda, chase the locker key. Kev, find out about the overtime rate. Beside most of them was a tick. A few had a line through them and a word like couldn’t or told him no. There were pages and pages of it, going back years, in the same careful capitals.

“Every time I tell someone I’ll sort something,” Norman said, “it goes in the book. And then I sort it, or I go back and tell them I can’t. That’s it. That’s the whole secret.”

I must have looked disappointed, because he laughed.

“You wanted something cleverer,” he said. “There isn’t anything cleverer. People round here have had thirty years of supervisors saying ‘leave it with me’. They know exactly what it means. It means they’ll never hear about it again. So when you say it, they don’t hear a promise. They hear the noise all the other ones made.” He tapped the page. “This is how you get them to hear you instead.”

Then he turned the notebook back round, put the elastic band on, and went out to the yard to meet the two o’clock arrivals, and I sat there with my cold tea feeling as though I had been told the answer to a question I hadn’t known how to ask.

The account you cannot see

I’ve spent most of my working life since then thinking about what Norman showed me that night, though it took me a long time and several painful mistakes to understand it properly.

What he was keeping, in that little red book, was a record of trust. I don’t mean trust in the abstract, the kind that appears on posters in reception and in the values section of the annual report. I mean trust in its everyday, working form: the quiet calculation that every person makes, mostly without noticing, about whether the people above them can be relied upon. Will she do what she says? Will he tell me the truth when it matters? Does she know what she is doing? Does he actually care what happens to me, or am I a line on a spreadsheet?

Everyone who works for you is making that calculation about you, all the time. They’re adding things up. Each time you keep a promise, tell them something true and unwelcome, handle a crisis well, or notice that they’re struggling and do something about it, the total goes up a little. Each time you forget, spin, bluff, play favourites or let them down, it goes down, usually by more. They don’t write any of it down in a red notebook. They don’t need to; they remember.

This is the idea at the heart of this book: that trust behaves very much like a ledger. Leaders make deposits, through reliability, honesty, competence and care. They make withdrawals, through broken promises, favouritism and spin. Sometimes, and this is the part that most writing about trust leaves out, a leader has to spend trust deliberately: to ask people to accept a hard change, follow them into something uncertain, or live with a painful decision, on the strength of what has been built up before. And when trust is damaged, as it will be, at some point, in any long working relationship, the leader has to repair it and then keep it, over months and years, through changes of people and place and circumstance.

Earn it, spend it, keep it. That’s the shape of the book.

I want to be careful with the metaphor, because metaphors are useful servants and terrible masters. Trust is not literally a number, and nobody’s head contains a spreadsheet. I’m not going to ask you to assign points to conversations or calculate an interest rate on your reliability. Some of the best leaders I know would find the whole idea faintly distasteful, and they would have a point, because the moment you start treating people’s trust as a balance to be managed for your own benefit, you have rather missed what it is for.

But the ledger does capture several things that I have found to be true, and that are easy to forget.

It captures the fact that trust accumulates slowly and can be lost quickly. One broken promise, especially an important one, can undo a year of small kept ones. The arithmetic is not symmetrical, and anybody who has been let down by someone they relied on knows this in their bones.

You also keep not one account but many. Your relationship with each member of your team is its own ledger, with its own history. You may be well in credit with one person and badly overdrawn with the person sitting next to them, and the first won’t lend you their balance to cover the second.

And the account is held by the other person, not by you. You don’t get to decide how much someone trusts you. You can only decide what you put in and take out. The statement is written in their handwriting.

Finally, the ledger says something about spending that I think is important and under-discussed. Trust that’s never used isn’t much good to anyone. A leader who has built up a lot of credit and then refuses, out of caution or a wish to be liked, to draw on it when the organisation needs to change is a bit like someone who saves all their life and never buys the house. The point of building trust is partly that it lets you do hard things together. The skill is knowing when, and how much, and how to make sure the people lending it to you get something back.

There’s a well-known idea, popularised in a self-help classic a generation ago, of the emotional bank account: the notion that relationships run on deposits and withdrawals of goodwill. There’s also a widely used model sometimes called the trust equation, which breaks trustworthiness into a few components such as credibility, reliability and intimacy, set against how self-interested the other person seems to be. And there’s the argument, made in a popular book on the subject, that high trust is practical as well as pleasant, because it lets everything move faster, which its author called the speed of trust. I will refer to these ideas now and then, in general terms, because they’re useful and because you may already have met them. But this is a practical book rather than an academic one, built on what I’ve seen happen in workplaces over more than two decades, and on the stories of the people I’ve worked with since.

Where I come from

Here is the short version.

I started work on a factory floor and moved into transport in my early twenties, at a distribution depot in the Midlands. I ended up on the planning desk, working out which lorries went where each night, and I turned out to be good at it, the best route planner the depot had, if I’m allowed to say so at this distance. At twenty-six I was promoted to supervisor, which is where I met Norman, and where I first discovered that the skills that make you good at a job aren’t always the ones that make you good at leading other people doing it.

I kept being promoted, partly through ability and partly through the ordinary luck of being in the right place when someone else left. By thirty-four I was a regional director for the same company, responsible for a string of depots across the middle of England, several hundred people and more lorries than I could name. I stayed in senior operations roles for many years after that.

In my mid-forties I had what I now call, with the benefit of distance, my burnout year. At the time I did not call it anything. I just found that I couldn’t get out of the car in the mornings, and then that I could not sleep, and then, eventually, that I couldn’t work. It was the worst year of my life and, in some ways I’m still grateful for, the most instructive. I came back, and I worked for a while longer, and then I left the corporate world and started coaching leaders, which is what I’ve done ever since.

I mention all this because a good deal of what I know about trust I learned by getting it wrong. In the chapters that follow you’ll meet several versions of me: the young supervisor who forgot a promise to a driver and nearly lost him; the regional director who told a room full of people something that was technically true and deeply dishonest; the burned-out executive who discovered, at his lowest point, what real care looks like and how rarely he had shown it himself. I’m not proud of all of these people. But I’ve tried to be honest about them, because a book about trust that pretended its author had always been trustworthy wouldn’t deserve to be believed.

The people in this book

As well as my own stories, you’ll follow several leaders through the book, some of them over many chapters. A word first about who they are.

The people in this book are composites. They’re drawn from many different leaders I have coached, worked alongside or worked for over the years, with details changed, combined and invented to protect the privacy of everyone involved. I use first names only, and none of them refers to a single real person. Where I describe a conversation, it is a reconstruction of the kind of thing that was said, not a transcript. The situations, though, are real in the sense that matters. I’ve seen every one of them happen, often more than once, and I suspect you will recognise some of them from your own working life.

You’ll meet Esther, who founded a company making commercial kitchen equipment in Sheffield and has grown it, over two decades, to around a hundred and eighty people. She is well liked and widely trusted, and she is about to find out how much that trust is worth, because she needs to move the factory, and then to do something worse.

You’ll meet Miriam, an English teacher who has become headteacher of a secondary school in Norfolk. She has inherited a staff who adored her predecessor and a set of promises he made that nobody can afford to keep. She starts her new job overdrawn in a way she didn’t cause and can’t ignore.

You’ll meet Sunil, who runs customer support for a software company that sells booking systems to dental and veterinary practices. His team is spread across Cardiff, Kraków and Cape Town, and most of them have never been in a room with him. He is kind, conscientious and, without meaning to, rather unfair.

And you will meet Ezra, a young founder with a team of fourteen, a great deal of energy and a habit of saying yes to everything, who discovers that a start-up runs on trust even more than it runs on money, and that he has been spending it faster than he has been earning it.

Alongside them come a supporting cast: finance directors and deputy heads, team leads and production managers, a chair of governors with a sharp pencil, a welder with nineteen years’ service and a long memory. And, now and again, Norman, whose little red notebook has stayed with me for most of my life.

Who this book is for

I’ve written this book for anyone who leads other people and wants them to believe what they say: managers at every level, executives, and founders building something from nothing.

If you’re a new manager, you will find a good deal here about how trust is earned in the first place, and about the small, unglamorous habits that make the difference between a leader people believe and one they humour. If you’re more experienced, you may find the middle of the book more useful, because it deals with the hard part of leadership, the moments when you have to ask people to accept something difficult on the strength of the relationship you have built. And if you have inherited a team that doesn’t trust leaders, or if you’ve made a mistake that has cost you their trust, the last part of the book is for you.

Founders, I’ve kept you in mind throughout, because founders face a particular version of this problem. In a young company, almost everything rests on whether people believe the person at the top. There are no systems yet, no long track record, often not much money. People join you because they believe your story about what the company will become. That belief is a loan, and it can be called in very fast.

How the book works

The book has three parts.

The first, Earning It, is about deposits. It begins with what trust actually is, at work, and then takes in turn the four kinds of deposit that I’ve seen matter most: reliability, especially in small promises; honesty, especially when it costs you something; competence, including the competence to admit what you don’t know; and care, of the kind that’s felt rather than performed.

The second part, Spending It, is about the hard moments when a leader has to draw on trust: deciding when a change is worth spending trust on, asking people to follow you into real uncertainty, making hard decisions such as redundancies, keeping your decisions fair when it would be easier to favour the people you like, and extending trust to others before they have earned it, which is one of the best investments a leader can make.

The third part, Keeping It, is about what happens over time: when trust breaks, how to repair it and apologise properly, how to rebuild when you have inherited a deficit from someone else, how to keep trust alive when your team is scattered across cities and time zones, and how to build a culture in which trust is the normal condition rather than the exception, and which survives your own departure.

Each chapter opens with a scene, works through practical ideas, and ends with a short exercise, which I have called Balance the Books. They’re deliberately varied. Some take five minutes; one or two might take a week. Some you can do alone with a notebook; others involve a conversation. None of them requires you to score yourself out of ten, which I’ve never found useful and which tends to tell you what you already believe.

A word before we start

I’ll say one more thing about Norman, and then let him rest until later.

Years after that night in the canteen, when I was a regional director and he had long since retired, I asked him whether he had ever shown the notebook to anyone else.

“A few,” he said. “Most of them looked at it the way you did.”

“How was that?”

“Like I’d shown them my shopping list.” He smiled. “They wanted the secret to be something you could learn on a course. It’s not. It’s just doing what you said, and telling people when you can’t, every day, for years. It’s boring. That’s why so few people do it.”

I’ve thought about that word, boring, a lot. He was right that it is not dramatic. Most of what builds trust is undramatic: answering the email, turning up on time, telling the truth in a meeting where a softer version would have gone down better, remembering that someone’s mother is ill. But I’ve never thought it was boring, exactly. It seems to me one of the most interesting things a person can do at work, because it’s the thing that makes everything else possible.

So let’s start where Norman started: with what trust actually is, and how people decide whether to give it to you.
Part 1
Earning It
Chapter 1
What Trust Really Is
The email arrived at ten past seven on a Tuesday morning, and by half past eight Esther had read it four times and still couldn’t make it say anything different.

The customer was a national chain of pub restaurants, and for six years it had been her company’s largest account. Her factory, a long brick building on the edge of Sheffield with a sawtooth roof and a car park that flooded every November, made commercial kitchen equipment: ranges, griddles, extraction canopies, stainless-steel prep tables, the unglamorous heavy furniture of every professional kitchen. The pub chain bought a great deal of it. It was refitting its kitchens on a rolling programme, and Esther’s company had been the main supplier, which meant that roughly a quarter of the work going through the factory each week had the chain’s name on the job sheet.

The email said, politely and at some length, that the chain had decided to consolidate its suppliers and would be moving the refit programme to a larger competitor from the following quarter. It thanked her for six years of excellent partnership. It didn’t say why, and the procurement director who had signed it didn’t answer his phone.

Esther had founded the company at twenty-nine in a rented unit with two welders and a second-hand press brake. She was now forty-eight. She had been through a recession, a fire in the paint shop, a supplier who went bust owing her money and a year when she paid the wages out of her own savings. She knew the feeling in her stomach that morning very well, and she knew that what she did in the next few hours would matter more than whatever she eventually decided about the money.

She did what she usually did when she needed to think, which was to walk the floor.

The day shift had just started. The fabrication bay was loud with the shriek of the grinders and the dull ring of sheet steel being moved on the overhead crane. She walked past the laser cutter, past the welding bays with their dark curtains and blue flickering light, past the assembly line where three half-built ranges stood waiting for their burners. People nodded to her. Someone held up a mug and raised his eyebrows, and she shook her head and smiled.

At the end of the assembly line, Thabo was standing with a clipboard, checking a delivery of control knobs. He had been with her for nineteen years. He had started as a welder, become a team leader and was now, in everything but title, the person who ran production. He looked up as she approached, and she saw him read her face.

“Are we all right?” he said.

It was a simple question, and he asked it quietly, so that nobody else heard. Esther told me afterwards that what struck her was not the question but the way he asked it. He did not sound frightened. He sounded as though he was asking for information he fully expected to get, from someone he fully expected to give it to him straight.

“We’ve lost the pub contract,” she said. “I found out an hour ago. I don’t know yet what it means. I’ll know more by Friday, and I’ll tell everyone what I know then.”

Thabo looked at the clipboard for a moment, then back at her. “Right,” he said. “Friday.” And he went back to counting control knobs.

That was all. But Esther said she walked back to her office feeling steadier than she had all morning, and it took her a while to work out why. It was because Thabo had believed her: about Friday, that is, not about the contract, which was a fact. He hadn’t asked whether jobs were at risk, or demanded to know what she was going to do. He had taken her at her word that she would tell him, and he had gone back to work.

Later that week, at the end of a long day of calls and spreadsheets, she had a different conversation. A young engineer called Rashid, who had joined the design team three months earlier from a much larger firm, knocked on her door and asked, nervously, whether the rumours were true. She told him exactly what she had told Thabo, in almost the same words. He nodded and thanked her and went away.

The next morning she discovered that he had spent the evening updating his CV and had told two colleagues he thought the company was finished.

“I said the same thing to both of them,” she told me. “Exactly the same thing. One of them heard it as a promise and one of them heard it as a press release. What’s the difference?”

The difference, of course, was nineteen years.

What we mean when we say trust

Trust is one of those words that everyone uses and nobody defines, rather like culture or leadership itself. It appears in company values statements, in staff surveys, in the speeches of chief executives who have just done something that will damage it. It’s so familiar that it has worn smooth.

Here’s what I mean by it, at least at work.

When someone trusts you at work, they are willing to rely on you in a way that leaves them exposed if you let them down. That’s the core of it. Thabo, going back to his control knobs, was relying on Esther. He was choosing not to spend the next three days worrying, asking around, updating his CV, because he believed that she would tell him if there was something to worry about. If she had not, if Friday had come and gone with nothing said, or if she had told him something comforting and untrue, he would have been worse off than if he had never relied on her at all. That exposure is what makes it trust rather than mere expectation.

This matters because it shows why trust is so valuable and so fragile. People who trust you’re taking a risk on you. They are handing you something, their time, their effort, their peace of mind, their career, and they’re hoping you won’t drop it. Most people are understandably careful about doing this, and they become more careful each time they’re let down.

It also explains something that puzzles many new leaders: why being liked isn’t the same as being trusted. Rashid liked Esther. Everyone did. She was warm and funny, she knew people’s names, she bought the cakes on birthdays. But liking someone doesn’t require you to take any risk on them. Trust does. And the willingness to take that risk is built on something more solid than charm.

Four kinds of deposit

If trust is a willingness to rely on someone, the obvious next question is what makes people willing. Over many years of watching leaders win and lose trust, I’ve come to think that most of it comes down to four things.

Reliability comes first. Do you do what you say you’ll do? Do you turn up when you say you will, get back to people when you promised, follow through on the small commitments as well as the large ones? Reliability is the most ordinary of the four and, in my experience, the most important, because it’s the one people can observe most often. Every day gives them dozens of chances to see whether your words and your actions match.

Then there’s honesty. Do you tell people the truth, including when it’s unwelcome, inconvenient or embarrassing for you? Do you avoid the kind of careful, technically accurate language that leaves people with a false impression? Honesty matters most at exactly the moments when it is hardest, which is why so many leaders fail at it.

Next comes competence. Do you know what you’re doing, in the job you now hold? Can people rely on your judgement, your decisions, your grasp of what matters? And, just as important, do you know the limits of your competence and admit them? A leader who bluffs is a leader whose confident statements can no longer be taken at face value, which is a kind of incompetence of its own.

Last, there’s care. Do people believe that you have their interests at heart, not only your own or the organisation’s? You won’t always put them first, which would be impossible and sometimes wrong, but do you take their interests seriously, notice what’s happening to them and act on it when you can.

You’ll notice that these overlap with the components of the trust equation I mentioned in the introduction, the well-known model that breaks trustworthiness into credibility, reliability and intimacy, weighed against self-orientation. I’ve found that framework helpful, and if you have come across it you will see the family resemblance. I have arranged the deposits slightly differently because these four are the ones I’ve found leaders can most easily act on, day to day, and because they correspond to the questions I’ve heard people at work actually ask about their bosses. Will she do it? Is he telling me the truth? Does she know what she’s doing? Does he care?

Each of the four has a chapter of its own in this part of the book. For now, a few points about how they work together.

They aren’t interchangeable. A leader who is deeply caring but unreliable will be loved and not believed. A leader who is brilliantly competent but dishonest will be respected and watched. A leader who is honest and reliable but plainly doesn’t care will be trusted to do what they say, and resented for what they say. You need all four, though not necessarily in equal measure, and a serious shortage in one can’t easily be made up with a surplus in another.

They’re also judged in different places. Reliability is judged mostly in small, daily things. Honesty is judged mostly in a few big moments, when there’s something to lose. Competence is judged in decisions and results, often over months. Care is judged in how you behave when someone is in difficulty. A leader can be making steady deposits in one and running down another without noticing, because the occasions for each come at different times.

Three kinds of withdrawal

If those are the deposits, what are the withdrawals?

Any failure of the four will count against you, of course. But I’ve found that three behaviours in particular drain trust faster than almost anything else, and they come up again and again in the stories in this book.

Top of the list is the broken promise: saying you will do something and then not doing it, without explanation. This is the mirror image of reliability, and it’s so common among busy leaders that many of them barely notice they are doing it. A broken promise doesn’t have to be large. In some ways the small ones are worse, because there are so many of them, and because each one teaches people that your words aren’t to be taken literally.

Next comes favouritism: treating some people better than others for reasons that have nothing to do with their work. Favouritism is a curious withdrawal because it often feels to the leader like a deposit. You’re being generous to someone. You’re giving them an opportunity, an exception, a bit of extra attention. What you do not see is that everyone else is watching, and drawing conclusions about what you value and how you decide, and those conclusions are being entered in their ledgers, not the favourite’s.

And then there’s spin: the presentation of information in a way designed to manage people’s reactions rather than inform them. Spin isn’t quite lying. It’s subtler, and it does more damage, because it’s so easy to justify. You aren’t saying anything false. You’re simply choosing your emphasis, softening the edges, leaving out the bit that will cause trouble. But people are much better at detecting spin than most leaders believe, and once they have caught you at it, they start to discount everything you say.

There are others, of course: cruelty, indifference, taking credit for other people’s work, losing your temper. But broken promises, favouritism and spin are the three I see most often in otherwise decent leaders who would be horrified to be thought untrustworthy. They’re the withdrawals that good people make without meaning to.

The arithmetic is not fair

Anyone who has been on the receiving end will recognise this: withdrawals weigh more than deposits.

If you keep ten promises and break one, people don’t think of you as ninety per cent reliable. They think of you as someone who breaks promises, with a few honourable exceptions. If you’re honest with someone for two years and then caught in a single convenient untruth, they will go back over the two years wondering what else you weren’t telling them. One episode of favouritism can colour a team’s view of every decision you make for a long time afterwards.

People aren’t being uncharitable. Trust is, at bottom, a way of managing risk, and people managing risk pay more attention to the bad outcomes than the good ones. If you have been let down once by someone, you’ve learned something important: that they’re capable of it. You can’t unlearn that. The kept promises tell you what someone usually does. The broken one tells you what they might do when it matters.

This has a practical consequence that runs through the whole book. You can’t build trust by occasional grand gestures and then spend the rest of the time being careless. The deposits have to be steady and numerous, because each withdrawal costs more than any single deposit is worth. And you should be most careful of all in the moments when a withdrawal would be largest: the big promise, the hard truth, the decision that affects people’s livelihoods.

Many accounts, not one

When leaders talk about trust, they often talk about it as though it were a single quantity: the team trusts me, or trust in the leadership team is low. Staff surveys encourage this way of thinking, because they produce a single number at the end.

But trust doesn’t work like that in practice. You keep a separate account with each person who works for you, and each of those accounts has its own history.

Esther, in her factory, had an account with Thabo that went back nineteen years. It contained hundreds of kept promises, a few hard truths, the year she paid the wages out of her own savings and a long list of moments when she had treated him and his colleagues decently. When she said Friday, she was drawing on all of that.

Her account with Rashid was three months old. It contained a friendly interview, a decent induction, a few pleasant conversations by the coffee machine. That isn’t nothing, but it isn’t much, and it certainly didn’t include any evidence of what Esther did when things went wrong. Rashid had come from a large company where, he told a colleague later, the bosses always said there was nothing to worry about right up until the day they announced the redundancies. He was not being unreasonable when he heard I’ll tell you on Friday and translated it as start looking. He was applying what his previous ledger had taught him.

Leaders often miss this. People don’t arrive empty. They bring the ledgers of every boss they have ever had. A new team member who has been lied to by a previous manager arrives already overdrawn with you, through no fault of yours, and you’ll have to make more deposits to reach the same balance as someone who has had better experiences. We will come back to this at length in Part 3, when we meet Miriam, who inherited not one overdrawn account but a whole staffroom of them.

It also means you can be well in credit with some people in a team and in deficit with others, and that the people in credit can’t lend you their balance. Thabo couldn’t make Rashid trust Esther. He could tell him, as he did, over a sandwich in the canteen, that she had always been straight with them. That helped a little. But Rashid was going to have to see it for himself.

Trust is specific

There’s another way in which the single-number view misleads.

Trust is specific. We don’t simply trust people; we trust them with particular things.

I trust my dentist with my teeth. I wouldn’t trust him to advise me on my pension. I’d trust a good friend of mine with almost any secret, but I wouldn’t trust him to arrive anywhere on time, and I’ve long since adjusted my arrangements accordingly. At work, you might trust a colleague’s technical judgement completely and still not trust them to keep a confidence, or trust your boss to fight for your budget but not to remember your birthday, or trust them to remember your birthday and not to fight for your budget.

When people at work trust a leader, they usually trust them with some things more than others. Esther’s staff trusted her absolutely to tell them the truth about the company’s position. Some of them, I later learned, didn’t trust her nearly as much to understand the realities of the shop floor, because she had come up through sales rather than production and had been known to promise customers delivery dates the factory couldn’t meet. Both of these were true at the same time. Both were entered in the same ledger.

This is useful to know, because it means that when you’re thinking about your own trustworthiness, the better question is what do they trust me with, and what don’t they? rather than simply do they trust me? The answer is often more interesting, and more actionable, than any score.

The statement is in their handwriting

Leaders find this last point the hardest to accept.

You don’t get to decide how much people trust you.

You can decide what you do. You can make deposits, avoid withdrawals, and try to be the kind of leader who deserves to be relied upon. But the ledger itself is kept by the other person, in their own handwriting, according to their own memory and their own sense of what counts. You may think a decision was fair; they may think it was favouritism. You may think you were being tactful; they may think you were spinning. You may have had excellent reasons for missing a deadline; all they know is that you missed it.

Early in my time as a regional director, I worked for a managing director called Vernon. Vernon was, in many ways, an impressive man. He was clever, energetic and hugely charming, the sort of person who could hold a room of three hundred people in the palm of his hand. He was also, though I did not realise it for some time, almost entirely untrusted by the people who worked for him.

I found this out at a depot in the north of the region, where I was visiting the week after Vernon had addressed the whole company about a new investment programme. I asked the depot’s longest-serving shift manager, a woman called Gloria with a sharp tongue and a heart of gold, what people had made of the speech.

“Oh, it was a lovely speech,” she said. “He always does a lovely speech.”

“But?”

“But nobody believes a word of it,” she said, as though explaining something to a child. “He did a lovely speech three years ago about the new warehouse system. And one the year before that about the bonus scheme. He’s a very good speaker, Vernon. We all enjoy it. It’s like going to the pantomime.”

What struck me was that Vernon, I am quite certain, had no idea. He thought of himself as a trusted leader. He had been told so, by the people around him, who had their own reasons for telling him what he wanted to hear. He judged his trustworthiness by how his speeches were received in the room, and in the room they were received very warmly indeed. But the ledger was being kept somewhere else, by people like Gloria, and in that ledger the speeches were entered as withdrawals.

I’ll come back to Vernon later in the book, partly because I learned a good deal from him and partly because, at one point in my career, I turned into him for an afternoon. For now, though: if you want to know how much people trust you, you can’t ask yourself. You have to find out from them, and the best way to find out is usually not to ask directly, because most people won’t tell their boss to their face that they don’t believe him. You find out by watching what they do when you ask them to rely on you. Thabo went back to his control knobs. Rashid went home and updated his CV. Both of them were telling Esther the truth about her account.

Miriam’s first morning

One more picture, to set alongside Esther’s, shows the same thing from the other end.

Miriam took up her post as headteacher of a secondary school in Norfolk on the first day of September. She had been a deputy head at another school for six years, and before that an English teacher, and she had wanted this job, or a job like it, for most of her career. She arrived at seven, an hour before anyone else, and walked the empty corridors with a coffee in a travel mug, looking at the displays and the trophy cabinets and the cracked ceiling tiles in the science block.

At half past eight she addressed the full staff for the first time, in the school hall, with about ninety teachers and support staff sitting on plastic chairs that were slightly too small for them. She had prepared carefully. She talked about her values, her excitement at joining the school, her respect for what had been built. She promised to listen before she made changes. She said she wanted to be a head whom staff could rely on.

It went well, she thought. People smiled in the right places. A few came up afterwards to shake her hand.

On her way back to her office, she passed the staffroom door, which was slightly ajar, and heard a man’s voice say, quite clearly, “Well, we’ve heard all that before.”

The voice belonged, she discovered later, to Barry, the deputy head, who had been at the school for twenty-two years and had been extremely close to her predecessor. And the thing he had heard before, as she would find out over the coming months, was a headteacher standing in the hall promising to be someone the staff could rely on, and then not being.

Miriam had done nothing wrong. She had said all the right things. But she had walked into a room full of ledgers that had been badly overdrawn by someone else, and the people holding them weren’t going to extend her any credit on the strength of a speech, however good it was. They were going to watch what she did.

We will spend a whole chapter with Miriam later on, in Part 3. Her first morning shows something that Esther’s Tuesday also shows, from the opposite direction. Words alone do not make deposits. Thabo believed Esther’s Friday because of nineteen years of Fridays that had come when she said they would. Barry disbelieved Miriam’s
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