
Interview Marike Westra, on Communications and Trust 

IntroVoice: Welcome to our next episode of TrustTalk. Today, we are going to talk about the role of trust 

in communications. Our guest today is Marike Westra, Chief Communications Officer at a global family 

held conglomerate of companies. How to build and maintain trust through leadership, the role of social 

media both for companies and governments, and the importance in the trust of brands and the 

relationship between transparency and trust. Your host today, Severin de Wit. 

 

Interviewer: Marike, good to have you at the TrustTalk podcast. You have a history in communications 

and currently, you are Chief Communications Officer at COFRA. For those that are unfamiliar with COFRA, 

could you tell a little bit about the company? 

 

Marike Westra: Certainly. So great to be here. Thank you very much for the invitation. And maybe just to 

give you a little bit of background about sort of my career and now I'm at COFRA, I guess I've worked in 

communications for more than twenty-five years and started my career working in healthcare and in 

pharmaceuticals and then worked at Reed Elsevier, Philips and then at Ahold. I'm currently the Chief 

Communications Officer at COFRA, a privately held six-generation family business with a diversified and 

international portfolio of businesses and investments in retail, real estate, renewable energy, private 

equity and asset management. I think what's unique about COFRA, at least for me, is that it's privately 

held and in that sense has a different vision on innovation, sustainability and longevity than other 

companies that I've worked for in the past. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, I read on the company's website and I quote, "The success of these businesses over 

the years demonstrates that commercial relationships based on trust and fairness with all stakeholders 

can generate sustainable growth". So it seems that trust plays a central role in the company you're 

working for. And how does that translate into your work? 

 

Marike Westra: So I would say that trust plays a central role in all human relationships and strong human 

relationships sit at the heart of business success as well. So earning trust in society is a business I believe 

requires authentic engagement. It's a long term journey and it requires courage and commitment. And 

it's not always easy. You know, businesses are just organizations made up of people and they exist in the 

collective human imagination. They fulfill our need to feel like we belong to a group, whether that's our 

colleagues or our team and those colleagues or those teams share the same imagination. And those are 

the people we build trust, trusted relationships with. So I think in that sense, businesses are inherently 

human in nature. And as such, I think organizations with strong social capital, also strong relationships, 

trusted relationships, are more likely to be successful and more credible in the long term. 



 

Interviewer: Yeah, in our series of podcasts at TrustTalk, we try to make the concept of trust a little bit 

more tangible. In this case, the relationship between trust and communications. So would you agree if we 

say that communications is fundamental to building trust? 

 

Marike Westra: I would. And I think that also goes beyond the business sphere, obviously, because 

communications is something that we human beings do with one another. And I think we do things 

together built on trust that's built on communication. So if you put that in the business context and I think 

if I were to talk about COFRA a little bit, I think what we try and do is through communications show where 

we are making progress, the topics that we think are important show how we can be successful, but also 

where we're not successful. And I think being authentic in that and being open in how you share your 

learnings with the outside world is very important in building trust. 

 

Interviewer: So honesty is also very important. 

 

Marike Westra: Absolutely. I think honesty is the crux of building trust. And I think actually that people 

and society at large feel the authenticity of a company's honesty, and it's almost something intangible, 

because they, you know, I think through organisations like NGOs but also through social media these days, 

what companies do and how they act in the world, both whether it's through their products and services 

or their supply chains, can be made more transparent for the outside world. 

 

Interviewer: Now, communications can do a lot, but it cannot make a person trust someone who is 

basically untrustworthy. 

 

Marike Westra: No. 

 

Interviewer: But it can help create a culture in which trust can flourish. CEOs and senior managers who 

want to build trust with their employees and key stakeholders have a range of communication tools they 

can use and capable communication professionals like yourself to assist them. What, in your experience, 

is the most important element to create trust? 

 

Marike Westra: So I think in an organizational sense, if I just look at employees, first of all, I think what's 

really, really important is to give people clear mandates for what they are responsible for and give them 

the freedom and autonomy to do what you ask them to do. And that sounds really simple, but it seems 

very hard sometimes for people to do that. And why does that build trust? I think it builds self-confidence, 

which is also self-trust, right, but it also means that your organization trusts you as an employee to do 



what's required. So I think that's something really, really important. And I think that's also the challenge 

for people like CEOs, but also people in senior leadership roles to understand when and how to empower 

people to do their best to do what they do.  

 

Interviewer: So you were just talking about social media and they play a major role in a communication 

strategy. And how can trust be maintained in an environment where misinformation, distortions and fake 

news are on the rise? 

 

Marike Westra: Well, I mean, first of all, I do think that social media has clearly democratized 

communications in a way. So where it used to be that governments, companies, presidents and prime 

ministers were the ones communicating and everybody sat quietly and listened and accepted and trusted 

that what they told them was the truth, I think what social media has done has sort of democratized the 

truth in some ways, which I think in many ways is a positive thing because it's created connectivity. It's 

allowed people who in political context have no freedom to see what freedom looks like. It's helped 

people inspire, innovate, collaborate in ways that were unthinkable 30 years ago. And so I see it as a very 

positive development. But I'm always an optimist by nature. I think there is indeed at the same time, there 

are bad actors who misuse social media in a way to influence people and influence political but also 

societal mindsets. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, but normally you mean because media always influence. 

 

Marike Westra: That's true. And with bad intent, I think. And partially that's done in a way that's actually 

not transparent. So people using social media in a way where they pretend to be somebody else or they 

infiltrate certain areas of trust, spaces of trust online and pretend to be someone else or a different voice. 

So I think social media is a complicated and complex phenomena in that sense. But just like most tools, 

it's more about the intent toward the tool rather than the tool itself. 

 

Interviewer: Going back to your more corporate work. In the companies that you are working for, trust in 

their brands because there are more brands and just one, right, is crucial. So what are the challenges you 

have experienced in your work how to maintain trust in brands? 

 

Marike Westra: So, customers inherently feel the authenticity of what a brand says it delivers and what 

it does, and that is based on how a brand has acted in the past. Have there been problems with the brand? 

How does the company deal with that, etc.? And this is kind of what people call reputation, right? So 

reputation is what you've done in the past. And reputation is really what the lens it's the lens that you use 

to determine what you expect from somebody or something in the future. And that's really trust, right? 



 

Marike Westra: And I think one of the things is that, you know, we all know that people trust you based 

on your good reputation. And when they trust you, based on your track record, they are more likely to 

buy services and products for you and they're more likely to endorse your brand to others. And this is 

really critical. I think I actually I think it was Warren Buffett who said, you know, "you can't make friends 

when you need them". I think it's a great quote because it really points to this whole idea of trust. Right. 

Trust in brands really has to do with others, telling others about how great your brand is and why it's 

trustworthy. But trustworthiness in terms of products and services is also, you know, do they deliver what 

they say on the tin? Do they deliver what they promise, yes or no? Right? And I think combined with what 

we just talked about in terms of social media, you know, products that don't deliver what that says on the 

tin are very quickly called out by consumers. So brand trust is very much based on the quality of your 

products and services. You know how good your customer service is, what your company stands for and 

its reputation and track record, what other people say about it. So there's a whole combination of factors 

that actually drive trust in brands. 

 

Interviewer: So one of the challenges, I guess, in this "brand trust" is how do you measure trust? Is our 

brand still trusted by the consumer to employees trust their managers? So there are specialized agencies 

that measure the level of trust in an organization or in one of your brands. But I wonder, how would you 

measure trust within the COFRA group of companies and their stakeholders, as well as the trust in the 

brands that COFRA represents? 

 

Marike Westra: So, it's a complicated question and one that's always difficult to answer in the sense that, 

you know, how do you measure something that's so intangible in a way? There are various organizations 

that measure trust. And in fact, also people know that trust in brands and the value of brands can be 

significant. One framework for looking at that is was developed by the Reputation Institute. I don't know 

them. It's quite an interesting sort of way of thinking about it. And they look at brands and trust through 

the following lenses. So they look at what we just talked about, products and services, innovation, 

workplace. So what kind of employer are you? Governance. So how do you make decisions? Where does 

the power sit? How are you accountable to society, citizenship, leadership and performance and 

performance being more financial performance? And they rate the levels of trust and reputation along 

those parameters. 

 

Marike Westra: I think it's actually quite a good system. But I don't think, you know, part of what we do 

in communications is a craft and not a science. So I would always say we should be data-informed, but 

not data-driven in that regard. So one of the things I think is interesting to reflect on with regard to trust 

and is trust and transparency. And if you look at, let's say, the last 50 years and the role of business, 50 



years ago, businesses were not particularly transparent. Governments weren't particularly transparent 

either. And yet in the society we live in, you know, people were very trusting. Right. So as an employee, 

you often had a job for life. It was almost like you were entering some sort of a second marriage with your 

employer. And there was very high levels of trust. 

 

Marike Westra: And in the last 20 years, I'd say probably for me, the tipping point where scandals like 

Enron or Exxon Valdez, but even the financial crisis of 2008 were really a crisis of trust and made a 

fundamental shift in how society thinks about business and their trust in business. That has really led 

regulators and lawmakers to think about how can we force companies to be more accountable and more 

transparent about what they do, which I think is a positive and good development in society. But the irony 

of it is, is that if you look back at sort of the increase of transparency and regulation in relation to trust, 

that in fact, the more transparency and regulation there is, the less trust. And I think it's important to 

reflect on that when you think about trust, because trust and transparency are not necessarily equal, I 

think the way I like to think about it is that as a company, your house needs to be clean and well lit and 

what clean and well-lid looks like changes with the societal context that you operate over time. So 

whereas, you know, for example, in the 1980s nobody would have held companies accountable for what 

happens in their supply chain if their supply chain was in Asia or somewhere far away. Whereas today we 

really see that as a very, very important part of how we do business and that we're responsible, right? So 

I think shifting ideas about transparency are really important and are very, very fundamental in how we 

build and keep trust with our stake. 

 

Interviewer: Talking about that, the Edelman Trust Barometer, 2020 found - which was recently published  

- and I'm quoting "a stunning 92 percent of employees surveyed say that they expect their employer, CEO, 

to speak up on one or more issues ranging from income inequality to diversity and training for jobs and 

or of the future". 73 percent of employees expected prospective employer to offer the opportunity to 

shape the future of society in a positive way. So, in other words, the expectations that people have from 

their managers and CEOs in order to build that trust goes way beyond just how well the company is 

performing ,or how well-known the brand is, etcetera. 

 

Marike Westra: Absolutely. And I think it's a reflection of a more general trend in the world right now. I 

think it has to do with proximity. So what I've understood also from that particular piece of research, is 

that the reason why employees really expect that, is because they feel that that is more in their area of 

influence than anything else. And I think things that feel closer to you are actually the things you trust 

more. Right, because you can see it with your own eyes. And, you know, I think that it's an interesting 

development, but it's also because, you know, that human to human aspect of it, the relationships of it, 

show that employees actually have a voice and can influence the direction of their company, that they 



can voice expectations from their leaders. And at the same time, this demonstrates a lack of trust in our 

governments and institutions to solve these societal problems that we see in the world. So on the one 

hand, it's more trust in business and an expectation. On the other hand, that's a reflection of a diminishing 

trust in our governments and in our political system. And I guess the question is, where is the boundary, 

right? So what is the role of a business in society versus, you know, your government? 

 

Interviewer: Well, this was very interesting. Thank you for being our guest today. 

 

Marike Westra: You're most welcome. It was my pleasure. 

 

IntroVoice: We hope you enjoyed this episode of TrustTalk. Don't miss out on future travels around trust 

and subscribe to this channel or visit us on our website, trustalk.co, or on Twitter, @TrustTalkCo. We look 

forward to seeing you again soon. 
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