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Voice-Over: Welcome to TrustTalk. Our guest today is Maikel Batelaan, co-author of the book 

"Why Should I Trust You?", he talks about the ideal of every organization, smooth collaboration. 

In practice, it is more unruly. After all, there are always complex problems that need to be 

solved. Many leaders then react impulsively. They flee or they fight. Increasingly, we see 

leaders who choose the solution that lies exactly in between. They create trust. Your host 

today, Severin de Wit. 

 

Podcast Host: Michael, welcome at TrustTalk. You are a co-founder of the Transformation 

Group, in Dutch, "De Transformatie Groep", and the first thing you see on your website is "trust 

creates change". That's an angle we didn't yet cover in our previous episodes of TrustTalk. 

 

Maikel Batelaan: Yeah. In fact, we see trust as a precondition to solve complex problems, and 

creating change in organizations is quite complex. I guess 20 years ago, in the days of Jack 

Welch of G.E., change was more or less forced through the organization with control and with 

consequence management or coercion, you might call it. That doesn't work in most 

organizations today. So if you want to create change, you really need to create trust among the 

key players, trust between leaders and workers. And that's why we think that in most cases, 

where organizations want to change, trust is one of the topics that you should look at. 

 

Podcast Host: In an earlier interview I had with German Professor Guido Möllering, I told him 

about a story about the lion and the eagle. An eagle flies over a lion's cave. The lion welcoming 

the eagle offers him some fresh food, and the eagle wants to be friends with the lion to get his 

food more often and offers the lion an alliance. And the lion then said, "my friend, it sounds 

good to have an alliance with a powerful bird like you, but how can I trust someone who has 

the privilege of flying away from the situation any time?". To me, this sounds like a 

quintessential problem with trust. Everyone feels what it means, and the concept gained 

increasing popularity across social sciences, but it remains elusive. What's your view? 
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Maikel Batelaan: Yeah, it's an interesting story about the Lion in the Eagle, and it reminds me 

of Nassim Taleb, who says "skin in the game" is what really creates trust so the eagle can fly 

away, so basically he has no skin in the game while the lion remains on the ground without the 

meat. But I think that's actually a quite limited concept of trust. It may work when you ask 

someone to invest in a company and you don't know that person very well, then you ask him, 

do you have skin in the game and that might work very well. But I think in many other cases, 

trust is really, you know, the assumption that the other will do what he or she should do. And 

that's the situational assumption. That doesn't mean that you think that this person will ever in 

his life in all realms, do what he or she should do, but at least in the situation where you need 

each other, the person will do so. So I think it's a great story, but I think you have to look at it in 

a pragmatic way, at least in organizations where we work. Maybe if you looking for a business 

partner for life, you demand more trust or expect more trust than if you simply do a project 

together for three months. 

 

Podcast Host: One of the reasons we meet for this interview is the recent book you wrote with 

Derk Egeler and Joost Manassen, called "Why Should I Trust You?", in Dutch "Waarom zou ik je 

moeten vertrouwen?". I think there is no English translation yet, right? 

 

Maikel Batelaan: Not yet, no. 

 

Podcast Host: In your book, it's full of situations where trust plays a decisive role. What would 

you say is the common ground in those situations? 

 

Maikel Batelaan: Well, it's about how trust creates the ability to solve complex problems, it's 

key, if you want to solve complex problems. I think that our organizations are much more 

equitable, much flatter than they used to be. I think that most workers do things that their 

bosses can't even understand sometimes or at least cannot monitor constantly. So trust is in a 

very important role in today's organizations. And it's funny that it's not the standard operating 

procedure to say, when we start something, let's first make sure that we trust each other. And 

it's not a training that you get if you do a management course. These are ways to build trust. 

 

Podcast Host: We didn't do that either before the interview, right? You didn't ask me, Can I 

trust you that everything I say will be actually be recorded 
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Maikel Batelaan: No, that's true. But I, but given the context and given your track record, I 

assume that you will do what you should do. If you talked about a podcast that didn't wasn't 

findable on the Internet, it would have been a different matter. So an important point is that if 

you are aware of the importance of trust, you should also know that that trust can be built. And 

it can be built, first of all, by getting to know each other, which is very important, connecting as 

humans and not just in a function to function relationship, but in a person-to-person 

relationship. And it's very easy to, if you really want to get to know somebody to invest time, 

take a walk out of the office and don't talk about work, but talk about your life. And you will see 

that that trust will build. Or perhaps the other side of the story is that you could have some 

suspicion about somebody based on what he's telling you. But in most cases, I think it will build 

trust. So it's something that you can work on. And let's be honest, building trust is hard. To 

build trust, you need courage, you need courage to trust the other person, but you also need 

courage to open up and show your own vulnerabilities in order for the other person to really 

understand you and trust you. So we thought that our experience in organizations provided lots 

of stories that we wanted to share, stories about trust. 

 

Podcast Host: Adam Kane wrote a book, "How to Work with People you Don't Agree With or 

Like or Trust". Many well-intentioned efforts to reverse rivalries fail in large part because of the 

complex way trust operates in these relationships. What is your experience in situations like 

this to restore trust? 

 

Maikel Batelaan: You see, a lot of, distrust in organizations, sometimes between people, 

sometimes between one person and the rest of the team, and in all these cases, the distrust 

blocks basic team performance, and it also makes people very unhappy in private. So, if a 

situation like that exists, it's important in the first place to identify the elephant in the room. 

Very often in some organisations it's a taboo to talk about this lack of trust. So the first step is 

to actually and we do this often by interviewing all the people around, say two people that 

don't trust each other and ask them, you know, what do you see? And then very often 

everybody says, well, we see two people who don't trust each other and we all have a hard 

time because of it. And on the basis of that, you can feed that back to the two persons involved 

and say, well, this is what happens. You are both taking the whole team hostage, basically, and 
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nothing happens because you don't trust each other. So that's the first step. Calling out the 

elephant in the room. 

 

Podcast Host: And how you mentioned that the elephant in the room is an issue of trust. But 

how many times do you have a situation where people don't even know that it's a trust issue? 

They know it is an issue or a problem. It doesn't work well, the team and they haven't yet 

figured out that it may have to do with trust. Is that something that happens? 

 

Maikel Batelaan: Well, very often the two persons involved will say it's will probably not 

mention trust, but we'll say, well, yeah, but we are rivals or we well, we had a basic 

misunderstanding in the past and it never really was restored. So they will talk around the 

problem but in our experience if you ask the people around them, they will bluntly say what 

they see. And that's actually something that is a fact on the table. There is an elephant, there is 

a lack of trust. And so the next question is so you two, are you willing to work on that at all? 

And very often the social pressure is high and they will say, yes, we will work on it. But if you 

then enter this process,  I must be honest, I think in many cases trust cannot be restored 

because too much has happened, in which case you can at least make a decision and say, okay, 

so these two people are taking the rest of the team hostage and there are changes needed. And 

so basically one or both of these people will leave the organization. But there are also cases 

where trust can be restored, especially if the two have some kind of joint history and joint 

visions. Then they may be willing to invest in solving the problem because they also feel very 

bad about the situation and very unhappy also in their private life about this. So you can't say 

it's always repairable. Not at all. But it's also not true to say this. You can always solve it. It 

really depends on the exact situation, but in any cases you can end the situation by facing the 

problem and if necessary, decide that one or two players will have to leave the team. 

 

Podcast Host: At The Transformation Group you are facing a lot of these situations where there 

is lack of trust or trust is an issue, the elephant in the room, as you mentioned it. So what do 

you do as a team or as a team member if you are called in to solve this issue, what do you do 

when that trust breaks down? 

 

Maikel Batelaan: Well, let's take a situation where you have two people. So it's a simple, 

relatively simple problem. We a while ago, we were invited into an organization that was in a 
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scale-up phase. So they had grown from 10 people to 100 people in just two years. But the two 

founders had fallen out and there was a lot of unrest, there was a lot of chaos in the 

organization and a lot of uncertainty. So we were asked by the supervisory board to look at the 

situation and come up with solutions. And it very it came became clear very quickly that it was 

the two founders themselves that were the core of the problem because they didn't trust each 

other anymore. Some things had happened, they had fallen out and they became angry at each 

other in almost every meeting that other team members were attending. So it was a very 

awkward situation. So we asked them individually, you know, how do you feel about it? What 

makes you happy in your work or what used to make you happy in your work? And it by peeling 

off this whole situation, it became apparent that not only had the two broken down in their 

mutual relationship, they were also both not anymore in a role that fitted their competencies. 

They were both ideas people, they had founded the company based on ideas, but the 

organization had grown into a more complex animal, and if it came to being a managing 

director, they were actually not very good at it in the first place. And secondly, they didn't get 

any energy out of it, which was at least something that they could look at and say, okay, so 

apparently we have not only have a fight, but we also have the same problem individually. So 

the first step was to get them to agreement that they should step into a different role. And that 

was a major relief for the rest of the organization that the management tasks will be handled by 

somebody who's going to be hired from outside as a CEO. And at least that part of the problem 

is now solved. And then we took the 2 to 1 of the islands here in the Netherlands for a couple of 

days and said, okay, now let's see if we can repair. So we went back with the two of them to 

how they founded the company, how they became very good friends, how they had built up 

and used their qualities. We asked them to give feedback to each other and say, okay, so what 

are what is, what is A good in and what are the points where A always fails? And what about 

person B? And they became vulnerable and they listened to each other and they understood 

that a lot of the frustration had grown out of they felt compelled to take a role as a leader in 

this larger organization, but felt helpless actually by doing it and saw the incompetence in the 

other person, not in themselves, so to speak. So they were projecting their own shortcomings 

in the other person. And in that process, you saw something of the old spark coming back. And 

after a very long process, they actually agreed that for the organization it was key that they 

would try to make a new start. And they actually succeeded in taking away the tension, taking 

on a new role. And the organization became or entered a much better phase. 
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Podcast Host: Trust has been described as taking the leap of faith over the gap between 

uncertainty and taking the chance of that something or someone. Do you recognize that? 

 

Maikel Batelaan: Yes, it's it is, in a sense, a leap of faith. So it requires courage to give 

somebody to somebody else, not knowing if it will come back. But it's also something that you 

can build a foundation for that leap of faith. And it's a mix of a rational assumption and a more 

irrational feeling whether or not I'm going to trust you. But if you say, okay, so I'm going to 

work with this person, let's first really get to know this person. So invest time in the connection 

and see how that how that works and how that feels. Secondly, connect, invest in transparency. 

Say you have a new colleague. It's very important to tell him what you're doing and why you're 

doing it and what your intentions are. If you do that very consistently in the beginning, then 

there are no surprises, at least. So the other person will understand what he or she can expect 

from you, which is an important part of trust. And then thirdly, if you prove that when you say 

you're going to do something, you actually do it and be consistent in that, then that reconfirms 

that you are trustworthy. So if you understand that in the beginning of a relationship doing this 

very explicitly and investing time in this, then you will find that trust at least will come much 

sooner than if you just do what you've always done and don't invest the time and don't be that 

transparent. So yes, it's a leap of faith in the end, but I think you can reduce the risk and speed 

of the process if you work deliberately on that. 

 

Podcast Host: Many well-intentioned efforts to reverse rivalries, we talked about rivalry earlier, 

fail in large part because of the complex way trust operates in relationships, as you just 

explained. And you also mentioned that in your book. How have you in your practice handled 

these trust challenges? More specifically, in a rivalry situation. 

 

Maikel Batelaan: If rivalry is to people who want to be the smartest in the room, who want to 

be the most powerful. We try to, for example, introduce feedback, giving each other feedback 

on behaviors by entering the process that everybody gets feedback from everybody in the 

team. It becomes possible to talk about this and say, well, you know, Severin, you're a very nice 

person, you're very funny, but your jokes are always sarcastic and that makes me feel that you 

really try to belittle me. If I am honestly say that to you, then you will probably think twice 

when you do it the next time or make another sarcastic joke about it, which is the other 

possibility. But usually, if you understand the sensitivities and if you make it explicit what the 
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rivalry does with the rest of the team and you hear that from the other team members, you will 

see that there is some self-correction entering this process. 

 

Podcast Host: Also about your book, you mentioned a lot of situations where the lack of trust 

caused major disruption. Do you recall a situation whereby trust was so severely damaged that 

it was beyond repair? 

 

Maikel Batelaan: Yes. Yes. And sometimes it's really heartbreaking to see situations like that. 

We once helped a group of doctors that worked in a in a hospital, consultants in a certain 

medical specialty. And, you know there was the desire to make the team work more efficiently, 

but the problem was rather vague. So we interviewed each one individually and, you know, it 

looked like there was really not a problem until we spoke to one particular doctor who said, is 

this interview confidential? And I said, yes, this is absolutely confidential. I will never quote you 

by the name. Um, and you can you can talk freely. 

 

Podcast Host: I mean, there was a doctor outside the two that had the problem. 

 

Maikel Batelaan: No, no. There was actually a group where it was identified that there was a 

need to., it was vague, the problem was still vague. 

 

Podcast Host: In the whole group. you mean  

 

Maikel Batelaan: Yes. And it turned out that, that there were actually two people in a rivalry. 

And the one said to me, can I talk confidentially? And I said, yes. So that meant that he trusted 

me and he said, it's him, and he mentioned another doctor. He is, he has only one objective in 

his life, and that is to break my life, to make my life miserable. He does everything to break me. 

And he started to cry. And that was heartbreaking, and we spoke to the other person, said, 

well, and he said, yeah, we have fallen out, but it's okay. You know, we used to be good friends. 

Now it's in an in a patch. It's a bit patchy, the road. But, you know, we will, we will, we'll get 

there. And we said, well, you know what we understand is that there's a serious lack of lack of 

trust. And it turned out that in the hospital from the higher levels, it was mandated that they 

would do something about the situation because it was not acceptable. It was not responsible. 

It was actually quite risky to have a situation like that in a team of doctors. In the end, both 
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doctors left the organisation and that was very good for both of them because there were good 

doctors and in another hospital they wouldn't have this problem and it was much too deep to 

solve it. So by making it explicit and choosing the solution of, you know, basically getting both 

people to look for another position was the only way. But it could have lasted for another ten 

years without this breakthrough. 

 

Podcast Host: Are there any situations that you think you can handle with your expertise on 

trust that in practice showed that you're not capable of not because I wonder whether you 

have you miss certain qualifications, but I was referring to a situation whereby, for example, 

you discovered that the issue around the trust was so much psychological that was beyond your 

because you're not a psychologist, are you, oh, maybe this is something that in our team, in de 

Transformatie Groep we cannot handle, we need expertise from outside to get this resolved? 

Did that ever happen? 

 

Maikel Batelaan: Well, what is certain is that some people distrust by nature. They have no 

trust in other human beings. They may be sociopaths or narcissists or have some personality 

disorder. And we are not psychiatrists or psychologists as partners. We do have some 

psychologists in the team, but working for an organization doesn't include providing therapy to 

people with a psychological disorder. So the only thing you can do in those cases is at least 

point out that there is a serious problem and then either such a person will need to be 

corrected or he would have to exit the organization. But you cannot solve his problem. No, but 

unfortunately, I think that that's an exception. And maybe one in 100 cases is based on such a 

disorder in an individual, I think. 

 

Podcast Host: So how well was your book received? 

 

Maikel Batelaan: Actually, we had many, many very positive reactions. It's a very, and that's 

your podcast is there not for nothing, it's a topic that's very much relevant at this moment. And 

what people like is that it is a very practical book. You can you can use it tomorrow. Some of the 

things in the book are very simple tips. So, yes, we have had very, very positive reactions. 

 

Podcast Host: The thing I liked about the book very much is the very clear way it was written. 

But also every issue that has been described is accompanied by an example in the practical 
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example, which makes it very insightful and helpful, giving more insights about the role of trust. 

And like you said, we are in a situation in the Dutch politics where trust is really an issue, you 

can't read a newspaper, every day it's about trust. And that will be my last question. Would the 

role of trust in a business because you are mostly working in a business surrounding, right, 

would it be any different if you have a team like ministers or members of Parliament where 

trust is an issue? Would that be any different? 

 

Maikel Batelaan: Yeah, I can't say that because we haven't done it. I must confess that we sent 

a copy of the book to the two major protagonists in our Dutch policy mess, but I don't think 

they read it and they put it on the stack of unread books, I'm afraid. I don't know, politics is a 

different area in America, they say, or in Washington they say, if you want a friend, take a dog, 

because you can't trust anyone in Washington. That's maybe the name of the game, I don't 

know. I do think that some of the techniques we use, some of the principles are the same, but 

it's a much more cynical environment, probably with its own unwritten rules. So although I 

would be very interested to learn more about it, I wouldn't say that that it's the same. 

 

Podcast Host: Right. Well, Maikel thank you very much for being our guest today and your 

insights in trust in the role of trust. And I wish you very good luck with you and your partners in 

your future work on trust. 

 

Maikel Batelaan: Well, thanks for your interest and your nice words about the book. And it's 

very interesting conversation. So thank you. 

 

Voice-Over: We hope you enjoyed this episode of Trust Talk. We would be very grateful if you 

leave us a review on Apple Podcasts or on Stitcher. Don't miss out on future travels around 

trust and subscribe to this channel or visit us on our website TrustTalk CO or on Twitter at 

TrustTalk. So we look forward to seeing you again. 
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