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FRIDAY, APRIL 25, 2025

Diana Singleton
Saleena Salango

Building Trust & 
Resilience In Polarizing 
Times

Session Purpose

❑ Identify ways trust can be an organizational asset

❑ Break down elements and catalysts for building trust

❑ Learn frameworks for communicating effectively about 
polarizing topics

❑ Practice crafting effective responses to public criticism 
or scrutiny in ways that reinforce trust 
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Trust:
 A BUSINESS 
ASSET

1. Enhances performance of 
leaders, staff, and volunteers

2. Mitigates negative impacts of 
crises and shifts in social, 
legal, and political climate

3. Enables ability to take risks 
and innovate

(SOURCE: PwC 2015)

Elements Of 
Organizational 
Trust

Competence
• Tools and skills to deliver on promises
• Expertise in sector

Reliability
• Consistency in meeting expectations
• Responsiveness to concerns

Integrity
• Adherence to values
• Perceived truthfulness behind words/actions

Beneficence
• Perceived benefit add to society
• Perceived level of care for ind. / communities

Qualities of 
trustworthy 
organizations
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https://www.pwc.com/my/en/assets/trust/trust-insight-understanding-the-value-and-drivers-of-organisational-trust.pdf
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Catalysts For 
Trust Time / Age Proximity In 

Community
Pleasant 

Interactions

Sense of 
Shared Fates

Navigating 
Challenges 

With Integrity

Respect For 
Individual 
Concerns 

Factors that enable 
organizations to 
build or strengthen 
trust

of nonprofit organizations 
anticipated negative 
backlash because of who 
they served or their 
public commitments to 
diversity, equity, inclusion. 

73%
(SOURCE: BUILDING MOVEMENT PROJECT 2024)
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https://buildingmovement.org/reports/sounding-the-alarm/


5/19/2026

4

Unmet Expectations

Individuals or groups are 
expecting something from you 
that your organization didn’t 
deliver.

Unaddressed Concerns

Individuals or groups have 
concerns they feel the 
organization has not adequately 
addressed.

Two Common Sources of Criticism

Unmet Expectations

Leaders can ask:

❑ Did we over-promise?
❑ Did we make mistakes, or 

produce unanticipated 
consequences?

❑ Is there information 
asymmetry that makes 
expectation management 
difficult? 

Unaddressed Concerns

Leaders can ask: 

❑ Were we aware of these 
concerns previously, or are 
these new to us? 

❑ Have we acknowledged 
them?

❑ Is there a lack of 
transparency in our 
organization’s decision-
making processes? 

Two Common Sources of Criticism
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The Feedback 
Staircase

Deny
Defend

Explain
Listen

Change

UNDERMINES TRUST ENHANCES TRUST

Levels of response to 
feedback or critique

Receptive Listening

Share what you heard 
objectively.

TIP: Take out any subjective 
words. 

Ask open-ended questions to 
find common ground.

TIP: Reframe “why” questions 
to “what” questions

Affirm any shared values or 
concerns. 

TIP: Choose values that are 
broadly shared and connect 
them to your org’s work
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Effective Response Strategies
INSIGHTS FROM APPLIED RESEARCH

Ineffective Approaches
Lead with logic – facts, 
data, arguments
Avoidance of identity – 
particularly targeted 
communities
Corrective frame – ex. 
refuting harmful rhetoric

Engaging Alternatives
✓ Lead with heart – use 

stories, emotions, values
✓ Recognition of race, 

class, gender – freedom 
and authenticity focus

✓ Collective frame – 
establish a bigger “we”

A.C.T. Framework

AFFIRM
Lead with heart: 
• Appeal to shared 

values or goals
• Acknowledge shared 

fates 

1

CONTEXTUALIZE
Offer perspective:
• Tell a story to show 

who or what is in the 
way

• Name race, class, 
etc explicitly

2

TRANSFORM
Close with invitation:
• Offer a compelling 

solution or vision
• Reinforce a shared 

"we"

3

*ADAPTED FROM THE TALKING ABOUT RACE TOOLKIT, 
CENTER FOR SOCIAL INCLUSION 
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https://results.org/wp-content/uploads/Affirm-Counter-Transform-Approach-with-Examples-and-Exercises.pdf
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AFFIRM
Lead with shared values, 
aspirations, or concerns

CONTEXTUALIZE
Show what’s keeping us 
from that value

TRANSFORM
Invite others to be part of 
a compelling solution

"Everyone, regardless of 
their race or ethnicity 
deserves [fairness / 
equality / dignity] ..."

"No matter where you 
come from, we all work 
hard to [common 
aspiration]..."

"Decisionmakers / 
politicians / 
corporations have 
prioritized [x] over [...]"

"When organizations 
do [x], it harms [...]"

"Politicians / media 
outlets are fueling 
division by […]"

"It doesn't have to be 
this way. Instead, we 
can […]"

"By doing [x], we 
can help ensure no one 
in our community [...]"

AFFIRM
Lead with shared values, 
goals, or concerns

CONTEXTUALIZE
Show what’s keeping us 
from that value

TRANSFORM
Invite others to be part of a 
compelling solution

What concerns or needs 
might be motivating this 
person?

What are the values or 
beliefs they are 
communicating?

What are the shared 
values or aspirations you 
can lead with?

What are the people, 
policies, practices, 
or beliefs keeping us from 
realizing these values? 

What are 2-3 examples or 
stories that illustrates the 
impact on specific 
communities? 

What’s the shared 
community you can 
evoke? 

What are specific 
solutions or alternative 
visions your organization 
advances? 

Is there a call to action 
you can leave the person 
with? 
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Hypothetical Scenario (Part 1) 
Your organization administers a law student scholarship. 
Leaders want to ensure equity, fairness, and maximum financial 
impact by prioritizing applicants from marginalized and 
underrepresented communities who stand to benefit the most 
from it. 
Now, applicants must respond to a question about how 
their background informs their experiences in law school and 
how they have overcome adversity. 

A member of a local county bar association says that the 
scholarship feels discriminatory against people like his 
child, who works hard in law school but doesn’t have a 
“magic oppression box” to check. He says scholarships 
should be based on merit and go to those that have 
“proved they earned it.”

Work together to craft a narrative response using 
some of the insights learned today. 

Hypothetical Scenario (Part 2) 
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Roundtable: Debrief & Closing

❖Are there any insights, themes, or patterns that 
emerged throughout this workshop?

❖What’s an idea or framework you might bring 
back to your organization? 

❖What are some resources the WSBA can offer 
to help support your work? 
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