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HOW TO READ IT

A briefing, not a report: the executive brief carries the argument, the numbered sections carry the evidence
and the method, and every external figure is attributed to its source.
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Executive Brief
Trust failures are often diagnosed too late and too narrowly. By the time an organization sees falling sentiment,
hostile coverage or public criticism, the underlying problem may already have passed through several stages:
expectation, experience, evidence, interpretation, amplification and institutional response.

The 2026 Edelman Trust Barometer describes an increasingly insular trust environment in which people rely more
heavily on familiar circles. Reuters Institute reports declining trust in news alongside rising concern about
misinformation. In this context, institutions have less room to assume that a formal statement will reset public
interpretation.

Trust is not a communications asset that can be restored independently of behaviour. It is an inference stakeholders
make from what an institution says, does, proves and changes.

SECTION 01

The Six-Stage Trust Failure
STAGE 1 — EXPECTATION GAP

The institution’s promise, stated value or public role creates an expectation that operations do not consistently meet.

STAGE 2 — EXPERIENCE

Employees, customers, communities, partners or other stakeholders encounter the gap directly.

STAGE 3 — EVIDENCE

Documents, screenshots, data, testimony, video, correspondence or repeated experiences make the gap
demonstrable.

STAGE 4 — INTERPRETATION

The event acquires meaning: hypocrisy, incompetence, unfairness, indifference, concealment or another narrative
frame.

STAGE 5 — AMPLIFICATION

High-reach or high-authority actors repeat the interpretation. The issue travels beyond those directly affected.

STAGE 6 — RESPONSE TEST

The organization’s reaction becomes new evidence. Denial, delay, defensiveness, remedy, transparency or
accountability can strengthen or weaken the prevailing interpretation.

The key insight is that the response is not outside the crisis. It becomes part of the case stakeholders use to judge the
institution.
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SECTION 02

Why “Correcting the Record” May Not Be Enough
Facts matter, but trust disputes are rarely only factual disputes. Two audiences may accept the same facts and reach
different judgments because they apply different expectations, histories and risk tolerances.

A correction strategy should therefore distinguish four questions: What is factually wrong? What is factually right but
being interpreted differently? What legitimate concern remains even after correction? What has the institution done
that changes the underlying condition?

Correcting an inaccurate number while ignoring the experience that made the allegation plausible can leave the
reputational problem intact.

SECTION 03

Trust Recovery Requires Proof
Artefact91 uses a four-part recovery logic.

ACKNOWLEDGE

demonstrate that the institution understands the issue stakeholders are actually concerned about, not merely the
easiest allegation to rebut.

ACT

change something consequential where change is warranted—process, policy, service, leadership practice, remedy,
control or oversight.

EVIDENCE

make the change observable. Publish milestones, data, independent findings, implementation status or other proof
proportionate to the issue.

REPEAT

trust recovery usually occurs through accumulated evidence, not one announcement. The institution must keep
demonstrating the new reality after media attention declines.

The more serious the original breach, the less persuasive self-certification becomes. Independent verification may
carry more weight than another institutional promise.
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SECTION 04

Messenger Strategy Matters
Edelman’s 2026 findings emphasize the role of closer, familiar voices in trust. That has an important communications
implication: institutional authority and audience credibility are not the same thing.

A chief executive may embody accountability but lack proximity. A technical leader may have expertise but lack
relational trust. An employee, professional, local leader, independent expert or affected stakeholder may be more
credible on a specific question.

Messenger selection should therefore be issue-specific. Ask: Who knows? Who is accountable? Who is trusted by
this audience? Who can withstand scrutiny? Who can credibly explain the remedy?

SECTION 05

The Trust Failure Pre-Mortem
Before a major launch, restructuring, announcement or policy change, assume that six months later it has become a
trust controversy.

Ask what stakeholders would say the institution promised; which groups would experience the largest gap; what
internal evidence could surface; which phrase in the announcement could look misleading in hindsight; who would
amplify the issue; what operational decision would be hardest to defend; and what proof would the institution wish it
had created earlier.

This exercise converts reputation management from reactive message development into preventative institutional
design.
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Artefact91 Point of View
A trust failure is rarely repaired by finding the perfect sentence. It is repaired when communication, decision-making
and institutional behaviour begin telling the same story.

The most credible communications strategy is often an operational strategy made visible.

That is why trust work belongs upstream: before the launch, before the executive interview, before the stakeholder
meeting and before the issue becomes a headline.
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Sources & Research Base
Edelman — 2026 Trust Barometer

Reuters Institute — Digital News Report 2026

World Economic Forum — Global Risks Report 2026

RESEARCH NOTE

This briefing synthesizes current public research and Artefact91 analysis. External statistics are attributed to their source.
Strategic frameworks and recommendations are Artefact91’s analytical interpretation and should be adapted to the facts,
jurisdiction and risk profile of each engagement.

https://www.edelman.com/trust/2026/trust-barometer
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2026
https://www.weforum.org/publications/global-risks-report-2026/

