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The increasing levels of workplace stress caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has caused some members
of the Academy to leave their jobs, in part due to levels of distrust between employees and their supervi-
sors. In order to rebuild trust in the Academy, we must first know what the elements of trust are: bound-
aries, reliability, accountability, vault, integrity, nonjudgement, and generosity. Focusing on generosity,
believing that everyone is doing the best that they can, is a first step toward rebuilding trust with students,
staff members, faculty members, and members of administration.
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INTRODUCTION
With all that is going on in the world and country

regarding the COVID-19 pandemic completing its third
year, individuals are under a lot of stress (and that may be
a substantial understatement). A significant amount of that
stress likely stems from a lack of trust in authorities as
well as other individuals. One of the ways this stress has
played out is people choosing to leave their employment
for either alternative employment or no employment out-
side the home. Arguably, trust—or, rather, distrust—is one
of the root causes of the record number of individuals, parti-
cularly those who identify as women who have young chil-
dren, who have left the workforce, including in academia,
since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic.1,2 Employ-
ees have left because their employer or supervisor was
unwilling and/or unable to trust them to fulfill their obliga-
tions at both work and home by allowing them flexibility to
do what they need to do at a given time of day. Thus, these
individuals have left their employment at least in part due to
issues surrounding trust at work.

DISCUSSION
What is trust? Charles Feltman, author of The Thin

Book of Trust: An Essential Primer for Building Trust at
Work, defines trust as “choosing to risk making something
you value vulnerable to another person’s actions”; distrust
is “what is important to me is not safe with this person in
this situation (or any situation).”3 Things that people value

can include both tangible things, like money or a profes-
sional goal (eg, promotion), as well as intangible things,
such as well-being, happiness, or personal beliefs.3 Bren�e
Brown likens building trust to filling a marble jar.4 People
can earn trust, or fill the marble jar, one small marble
(action) at a time. But trust can be destroyed very quickly:
An action causing distrust removes handfuls of marbles at a
time.4 Examples of actions that may gain marbles do not
necessarily need to be time or resource intensive. They can
include asking about a sick relative’s treatment, inquiring
about a child’s college coursework, and following up on a
coworker’s previously expressed concerns about their clini-
cal practice site.

How does trust show up in the Academy? Virtually
every kind of relationship in higher education requires a
level of vulnerability and trust for both individuals to feel
validated and able to perform at their highest level (Table 1).

What do we in the Academy do about this distrust that
has reached such a high level since the COVID-19 pandemic
started? It is time for everyone within the Academy to pause
and reflect on how each of us can give colleagues and stu-
dents opportunities to rebuild trust. Some suggestions have
been previously published, such as focusing on communica-
tion, building communities, allowing flexibility, and identi-
fying burnout.5 Going further, Bren�e Brown breaks trust
down to seven elements with the acronym BRAVING:
Boundaries means being clear about what is acceptable and
what is not acceptable; reliability means doing what you say
you will do; accountability means owning mistakes, apolo-
gizing, and making amends; vault means not sharing infor-
mation that is not yours to share; integrity means choosing
what is right over what is fun, fast, or easy; nonjudgment
means that in a relationship, one can ask for what one needs
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and the other can ask for what they need, without judgment;
and generosity means giving the most generous interpreta-
tion of someone’s intentions, words, and deeds, as well as
assuming that people are doing the best that they can.4

While all seven of these elements interrelate and are
critically important ways of building trust, the one that
seems to be most lacking lately in the Academy (and in
society overall) is generosity. Assuming that everyone is
doing the best that they can do is long overdue. Instructors
and course directors do not know all the stressors that each
student, colleague, and administrator face on a daily and
weekly basis. Therefore, one way to build trust focusing
on generosity is for us as faculty members to do our best to
clearly communicate expectations (with students) or needs
(with colleagues and administrators) and then give them
the time and space to meet those expectations and needs.
While not everyone will meet all of our expectations and
needs, we will be in a better place physically, mentally,
and emotionally if we extend generosity and believe that
they have done the best that they can. We should refrain
from the temptation to assumemalicious intent if someone
does not meet our expectations. Particularly with students,
pharmacy school is rigorous enough. Adding on pressures
of family members losing employment and health con-
cerns, some students reasonably have not been in their
best physical and mental states for about three years,
maybe longer.6 While holding to educational competency
standards, there is generosity that we can extend to them
so that they can address what they need to focus on at a
given time. Hopefully, we as faculty members can also
serve as resources and advisors for students, should they
need the added support.

Generosity and reliability (doing what you say you
will do) go hand in hand. In order for us to extend generos-
ity to our administrators, we have to believe that they will
fulfill their commitments to us faculty members. For
example, if a faculty member asks for professional develop-
ment funds from a department chair, we are more likely
to believe that they will do their best to fulfill that request
if they have been reliable in at least attempting to provide
similar funds in the past.

Further, administrators should consider carefully taking
the pulse of their school or college. The COVID-19 pan-
demic has placed increasedworkloads on everyone involved
in pharmacy education. Administrators could ask how they
have helped to generously support their faculty and staff
members so that they can continue to trust in the leadership.
Just providing faculty and staff with “self-care” suggestions
is not likely to be helpful if administrators do not also
attempt to modify the source(s) of the stress.7 When was the
last time that a faculty or staff member was given the auton-
omy to say no to a request made of them? Or are these
requests really a way for faculty or staff members to be
“voluntold” to do something? Oneway of showing generos-
ity to faculty and staff is to allow more flexible work loca-
tions and times so long as timelines and goals continue to be
met. Administrators should ensure that generosity is being
extended equitably both between faculty and staff as well as
between different groups (eg, departments) of faculty.

CONCLUSION
High levels of trust are required for individuals to

perform at their peak levels, both in work and educational

Table 1. Examples of How Trust Manifests in Various Relationships in Pharmacy Education

Relationship Example of how trust manifests in the relationship

Students trusting faculty Trusting that faculty will develop assessments that are fair and will prepare
students to be ready for next steps in their education and career (APPE
ready, practice ready)

Faculty trusting students Trusting that students will use their intrinsic motivation to engage in
self-directed learning

Faculty trusting staff Trusting that staff will autonomously complete their tasks in order to
support the faculty in their educational endeavors

Staff trusting faculty Trusting that faculty members will be clear with task expectations and
timelines

Faculty trusting administration, both at the
college level and the university level

Trusting that administrators will provide adequate tools and decision-
making support for faculty to be able to deliver the curriculum

Faculty trusting other faculty Trusting that faculty will clearly communicate course needs to one another

Administration trusting faculty Trusting that faculty members will autonomously fulfill their
responsibilities in order to meet college/university goals

Abbreviations: APPE5advanced pharmacy practice experience.
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settings. However, trust for others seems to have signifi-
cantly declined. Therefore, all members of the Academy
should reflect on how each of us can work to build
(and rebuild) trust with our students, staff members,
faculty members, and administrators. Striving to add mar-
bles to the metaphorical jar of trust on a regular basis will
go a long way to making the Academy a more effective,
productive, collegial, and fulfilling place to work and learn.
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