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As whole sectors come crashing down and consumer confidence
hits an all-time low, how are brands trying to get the public

to believe in what they have to say about their product and,
crucially, start spending again, asks Olivia Solon
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BRANDS TRUST

Sociologists define the degree to which one
person trusts another as a belief in the honesty,
benevolence and competence of the other
person, so clearly it is desirable for a brand to
gain such trust from their consumers. But are
they anywhere close to this ideal?

In the midst of the toughest economic
climate for many years, consumer trust is becoming
more important than ever for brand success. With price
considerations driving consumers, faith in banking
systems evaporating and redundancy topping the news
agendas, confidence is at an all-time low.

‘IN THE PRESENT CLIMATE LOSS
OF TRUST ISNQOT ONLY A SIGN OF
WEAKNESS, IT COULD BE FATAL

Richard Brown, managing partner at strategic
consultancy Cognosis, says: “Recession is about
confidence. As a recession arrives it triggers an emotional
and behavioural chain reaction. And this one will be
especially psycho-toxic. You can't get away from it and the
language is increasingly catastrophic.”

In this case, confidence began to disappear when
financial stalwarts, starting with Bear Stearns and
Lehman Brothers, collapsed. As we all know, the house
of (credit) cards soon followed suit and came tumbling
down and we are now left dealing with the biggest global
economic crisis in decades.

When confidence dissipates, people stop believing that
their jobs are safe so they stop spending. Then people
stop believing their money is safe so they bring their
investments to a halt. The uncertainty about inflation,
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rates results in economic stagnation

and consumer fear, which then engenders a complete
breakdown in trust.

Financial services have been hardest hit with a Cohn
& Wolfe survey showing that only 41% of consumers
feel that their bank is looking out for their best interests.
When asked which words best describe financial
institutions, 49% of respondents said greedy, 31% said
opportunistic, with only 5% labelling them honest or
transparent and a mere 4% saying they were trustworthy.

If banking institutions can be sunk, so too can other
sectors and at this stage large purchases such as holidays
or cars and luxury goods are all being affected.

The Partners chief executive Jim Prior argues: “I'm not
sure people have ever trusted brands. It is more about
who do I mistrust the least.”

A Reader’s Digest survey (Trusted Brands) reveals that
an average 42% of Europeans claim to have lost trust in
business leaders and international companies compared
to five years ago. The decline is highest in Germany, UK,
France, Switzerland and Austria. Trust in banks has fallen
by an average of 39% across Europe, with the decline
in trust greatest in countries where finance represents a
significant sector of industry.

Furthermore, some 52% of people in the 16 countries
surveyed said that they trust advertising less compared >
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