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“Integrity Earns Trust”

Integrity Earns Trust
By Mike Ayers, PhD, CCEP
Let me tell you about one 7-year-old baseball player whose integrity landed him in the
pages of Sports Illustrated a few years ago. At a T-ball game in Wellington, Florida, first
baseman Tanner Munsey fielded a ground ball and tried to tag a runner going from first
base to second. The umpire, Laura Benson, called the runner out, but Tanner
immediately approached her and said, "Ma'am, I didn't tag the runner." Benson awarded
the runner second base and Tanner's coach gave him the game ball for his honesty.
In a game two weeks later, with Benson again umpiring and Tanner playing shortstop, a
similar play occurred. This time Benson thought Tanner had missed the tag on a runner
going to third, and she called the runner safe. Tanner glanced at Benson and, without
saying a word, flipped the ball to the catcher and returned to his position. Benson
sensed something was wrong. "Did you tag the runner?" she asked Tanner. "Yes," he
replied.
Benson then called the runner out. The opposing coaches protested until she explained
what had happened two weeks earlier. Says Benson, "If a kid is that honest, I have to
give it to him. T-ball is supposed to be for the kids."1
In a world often characterized by skepticism about trusting leaders, it’s nice to be
reminded of the simple truth from a 7-year old: integrity builds trust. When people speak
honestly to us, act in integrity, and behave according to stated values, we trust them.
Researchers have shown a positive correlation between perceived integrity among
leaders and the dynamic of trust. In an article, Craig and Gustafson state “...’Integrity in
Dealing with Others’ was the single best predictor of ratings of trust in leaders.”2
Additionally, employees’ perceptions of the integrity demonstrated by their corporate
management showed a strong relationship to employees’ job satisfaction.3 Many
exclaim that leaders need integrity and the benefits are obvious, but what does integrity
mean and how do we attain it?
Defining Integrity
People often confuse honesty with integrity. There is a subtle difference. Although being
honest is certainly part of being a person of integrity, simple honesty does not capture
the full concept.
Etymologically, integrity means “wholeness” coming from the Latin integritatem.
Derivatives of the word include integer (whole numbers) and integrated, where parts are
combined into a whole.
The ancient concept is found in the Hebrew word “tamim” (ָ)ּמִיםת. In once instance, it
refers to a piece of clay that is shaped and molded by a potter. If the clay lacks tamim, it

is inconsistent or contains a flaw. When the clay is fired in the oven, it hardens in the
shape of a pot, but when pressure is brought to bear upon it (as when filled with water),
the inconsistent vessel breaks under stress.
One definition of integrity in the context of leadership is “the extent to which a trustee is
believed to adhere to sound moral and ethical principles...”4
Since integrity is wholeness, there are three components of our lives that should remain
consistent in relationship to each other: our words, actions, and values. When what we
say, what we do, and what we value is congruent, we possess integrity. Consequently,
there are three basic forms that a lack of integrity may take.
Verbal inconsistency
In this case, the person acts according to his true values though his words present a
different picture. The lack of integrity in this case takes the form of a basic dishonesty.
This is when someone says one thing, but knows and believes another, and acts in a
way inconsistent with their words. Simply put, they are intentionally lying. Dishonest
words that are inconsistent with what we believe (values) and with what we do (actions)
make us people who lack integrity.
Action inconsistency
A second lack of integrity is an inconsistency between one’s actions on one side, and
one’s words and values on the other. In this case, a person presents his or her values
through their words, but then acts in an entirely different way. This could reveal a great
divergence between one’s “proclaimed” values and “practiced” values. But, it could also
be that he or she simply did not have the courage or discipline to act according to their
values. This is often the kind of a lack of integrity that is characterized by sincerity, yet
still destroys trust.
For example, a father may sincerely value his family and therefore state to his son, “I’ll
be at your soccer game.” However, when he doesn’t show up at the game, he obviously
disappoints his son. If the father does not show up consistently after telling his son timeand-again his intentions to be present, he destroys his son’s trust. Even though he may
be sincere in his desire and words, his lack of action and follow through is a lack of
integrity, and his son even doubts his father’s sincerity about valuing that relationship.
Therefore, to have integrity we must be more than sincere. We must actually follow
though on what we say and value.
Personal inconsistency
The third form expressing a lack of integrity is called a personal inconsistency. This
could be characterized as the “political syndrome.” In this case, a person has a
particular set of values. However, in an effort to be liked, to advance, or to be elected,
he says what others want to hear and does what others want him to do. These insecure
motivations cause people to speak and act contrary to their personally held values. In
most cases, the motivation is to be accepted, to be promoted or liked, to keep a job, to
get one’s way, or other similar motivations.

This kind of a lack of integrity is personal in the sense that it is often private. Others may
never find out about it, because on the outside, we look and play the part needed to
gain approval. Yet, when we violate our most deeply held values, we often innately
know it to be true; and this fact creates a sense of personal regret within and possibly
even disrespect toward ourselves.
In light of the ways that leaders lack integrity and the skepticism surrounding it, there
are still those who believe in it and seek to express it authentically. They’ve found the
true value of this concept, both for themselves personally and for their organization.
A few years ago, a car mechanic was asked to search for the cause of irregular noises
in my car. We couldn’t figure out what the periodic, dull knocking sound was that was
coming from the back of the vehicle. The mechanic inspected it thoroughly and even
drove the car around a bit. He then came to me and said, “There are a lot of things that
could be the cause of this, but the truth is, I just don’t know. I don’t think it’s serious
because we’ve looked at everything. I suggest you wait until you hear it again and then
bring it immediately to us. That will save you some time and money.” Well, this gained
trust with me, and the next time the car needed something, I took it back to him. Over
the years he’s told the truth about what was needed and what wasn’t. Sometimes
saying “You don’t need to really spend your money on this. It will be fine for now.”
Knowing that he would tell me the truth, even when it wasn’t beneficial to him, earned
my trust. He has a sign at his shop that says, “We value the customer and will do our
best to save them time and money.” I’ve taken our family vehicles to him for many years
now, and have always had confidence that I am making the right decision.
Integrity then is a sort of “first principle” for leaders. Much can be done after integrity;
little of lasting value can be accomplished without it. Despite the mass of confusing data
and all the research done, the most proven fact is that effective leadership depends
upon integrity- the leader’s character as perceived by followers.5
Although leaders who are competent and gifted will always be in demand, leaders who
seek personal character and integrity will be followed and respected. They will possess
a moral framework by which to make good, ethical decisions. Additionally, they will gain
that most valued gift from those they seek to influence and impact: trust.
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