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Trust Design
A Leader’s Framework for Creating Group Genius

By Frederick P. N. Howard

This framework translates the core findings of Designing Trust into a practical decision system 
for leaders operating under sustained complexity. It provides a way to determine when to 
increase pressure, when to slow execution, and where continued load will cause systemic 
failure.

Trust Design treats trust as infrastructure rather than sentiment: a structural condition that 
can be designed, stressed, degraded, and repaired. The model is grounded in twenty years of 
leadership practice as a film producer, CEO, and executive board member across business 
and academia, and in the artistic research conducted for the PhD Designing Trust: Values, 
Structures, and Leadership in Collaborative Practice.

The framework has been developed and tested in high-stakes audiovisual productions and in 
team formation at Storm Films, one of Norway’s leading production companies. Its relevance 
extends beyond film. The same structural pattern recurs in research environments, artistic 
collaborations, educational institutions, and knowledge organizations where output depends 
on coordinated expertise rather than standardized repetition.

Ambition rises. Complexity rises. Skill and resources lag.

When this imbalance appears, organizations tend to misname the problem. Friction is 
attributed to burnout, resistance, or personality conflict. These are symptoms. The underlying 
cause is architectural: systems pushed beyond their carrying capacity without recalibration.

Trust Design—also referred to as the CCAB model—addresses that architecture directly.

Performance as a Structural Balance
Collaborative systems succeed or break in predictable ways. Performance declines when 
demands escalate faster than the system’s ability to absorb them. This is a question of load.

Flow theory, as articulated by Mihály Csikszentmihalyi, describes this with precision. Flow is 
a condition. It occurs when challenge and skill are held in balance. When challenge exceeds 
skill, anxiety dominates. When skill exceeds challenge, stagnation follows. Flow is therefore 
diagnostic. It reveals the relationship between demand and capacity.

This logic applies to the individual and the collective. Research on group creativity, 
particularly by Keith Sawyer, shows that sustained performance in teams is an emergent 
property of interaction. Group flow depends on shared goals, rapid feedback, mutual 
responsiveness, and structures that allow improvisation while maintaining direction. It 
emerges through specific conditions. It collapses when coordination costs exceed trust.

At this point, trust becomes decisive.

The ABI model developed by Roger Mayer, James Davis, and F. David Schoorman defines 
trust as a willingness to accept vulnerability under conditions of risk, grounded in three 
observable qualities: ability, benevolence, and integrity. Together, they explain why some 
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systems tolerate escalating challenges while others fracture under pressure.

Read together, flow theory, group flow, and ABI point to a blunt conclusion: sustained 
performance is a design problem.

High challenge can be sustained only when ability is actively developed, benevolence is 
enacted under pressure, and integrity stabilises expectations over time. When any one of 
these lags behind ambition, the system compensates briefly—through overtime, goodwill, or 
personal sacrifice—before degrading. The cost is delayed, yet always present.

The Equation Leadership Must Name
This balance can be expressed structurally:

State Ambition + Challenge
Skill+Resources=

The equation is heuristic, not mathematical. It functions as a diagnostic language for 
leadership decisions, not as a quantitative model. It provides a structural diagnostic lens on 
the strain in an organization. 

When ambition and challenge outpace skill and resources, teams move into anxiety, 
defensiveness, territorial behaviour, and local optimisation. Information slows. Decisions 
narrow. Creatives enter angst.

When skill and resources grow with stagnant ambition, teams drift into proceduralism, 
boredom, and irrelevance. Capability accumulates in isolation from purpose. Creatives lose 
inspiration. 

Flow exists only in a narrow, moving corridor where both sides of the equation are 
continuously recalibrated. In cross-disciplinary systems, that corridor is tighter. Translation 
costs are high. Misalignment compounds quickly.

Leadership, under these conditions, is continuous rebalancing. Rebalancing always has a cost. 
Trust Design exists to make that cost visible, distributable, and governable.
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The Trust Circle: A Closed System
The Trust Circle models trust as a closed, co-regulating system composed of four 
interdependent values: Clarity, Competence, Authenticity, and Benevolence.

Trust Design
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They operate simultaneously. Each must be present to support the others. When one weakens, 
the others absorb strain until the system reaches its limit.

When all four are active, the system produces four observable outcomes: Coherence, Quality, 
Safety, and Reciprocity.

The Trust Circle functions both diagnostically—locating where breakdown occurs—and 
compositionally—specifying what must be designed next.

Clarity → Relational Design → Coherence
Clarity establishes shared purpose and decision boundaries. In complex systems, clarity is the 
deliberate reduction of ambiguity around what matters and who decides.

Clarity rests on four sub-values:

•	 Communication: articulation of direction paired with listening for distortion.
•	 Transparency: openness about constraints, trade-offs, and uncertainty.
•	 Consistency: alignment between stated intent and repeated action.
•	 Simplicity: stripping priorities down to what actually governs decisions.

Clarity is enacted through Relational Design: the authorship of interaction. The framing of 
meetings. The surfacing of dissent. The moments where leadership intervenes or deliberately 
withdraws.
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Relational Design
Relational Design is the architecture through which clarity is made operational. It does not 
concern interpersonal warmth or tone, but the deliberate construction of how a team actually 
functions under load. It establishes clear mandates and roles by fixing decision boundaries, 
so each participant knows both their responsibility and where final authority sits. It manages 
expectations by defining the invisible grammar of practice: the rituals, communication 
standards, and phase-specific norms that govern daily work. It provides organizational path-
finding by making the overarching trajectory legible, allowing decentralized decisions to 
remain aligned with the core mission without constant oversight. Finally, it authors interaction 
itself by setting the rules of engagement—how meetings are framed, how disagreement is 
surfaced, and precisely when leadership intervenes or deliberately steps back. 

The purpose is to establish a shared understanding of roles, purpose and decision boundaries. 
The outcome is coherence. Distributed decisions reinforce a shared direction. When clarity is 
absent, coherence is replaced by alignment theatre.

Competence → Structural Dramaturgy → Quality
Competence is mutual credibility. In cross-disciplinary systems, competence appears as 
connective intelligence: the ability to translate between domains and sequence dependencies.

Competence consists of four sub-values:

•	 Knowledge: literacy across craft, domain, and context.
•	 Experience: judgment forged through exposure to consequence.
•	 Clout: access and influence that secure resources and legitimacy.
•	 Adaptability: the capacity to absorb disruption while maintaining morale and intent.

Competence is operationalised through Structural Dramaturgy: the deliberate staging of 
phases, decision points, rituals, and thresholds. Challenge is prepared. Constraints are treated 
as generative forces.

Structural Dramaturgy
This practice involves the deliberate staging of phases, rituals, and decision points. It treats 
the timeline of a project like a structured narrative, ensuring that the order and timing of 
encounters between stakeholders build confidence rather than confusion. It uses constraints 
(such as budget or time) as generative forces to sharpen collective focus. 

The purpose is to sequence dependencies and prepare the team for challenges. Quality is the 
alignment between ambition, execution, and constraint. When competence is overestimated, 
quality erodes until failure becomes public.
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Authenticity → Ethical Modulation → Safety
Authenticity is the reliability of conduct under pressure. It is revealed when values become 
inconvenient.

Authenticity depends on four sub-values:

•	 Honesty: candour about limitations, risk, and uncertainty.
•	 Integrity: adherence to ethical commitments especially when shortcuts are available.
•	 Genuineness: sincerity that makes intent legible.
•	 Relatability: controlled vulnerability that invites dialogue while maintaining 

responsibility.

Authenticity is enacted through Ethical Modulation: the real-time calibration of power, 
authorship, and exposure. Ethics appear in daily decisions about credit, workload, recognition, 
and sacrifice.

Ethical Modulation
Ethical Modulation is the real-time calibration of power, responsibility, and authorship. 
Because fixed codes of conduct are often too static for dynamic environments, this practice 
requires situational sensitivity to handle conflicts, credit distribution, and shifting workloads. 
It is revealed when leaders adhere to values even when they become inconvenient. 

The purpose is to maintain integrity through the transparent negotiation of power and 
authorship. 

The outcome is safety. People speak early. Errors surface while they are manageable. When 
authenticity is absent, silence replaces dissent.

Benevolence → Embedded Reflexivity → Reciprocity
Benevolence is principled care for the collective. It is responsible for continuity beyond short-
term output.

Benevolence rests on four sub-values:

•	 Empathy: treated as a system variable.
•	 Support: shielding teams when pressure peaks.
•	 Generosity: fair distribution of credit, reward, and recognition.
•	 Continuity of care: mentorship, long-term investment, and sustained trust networks.

Benevolence is enacted through Embedded Reflexivity. Reflection is built into the work. 
Decisions are documented. Rationales are visible. Ruptures are addressed while repair is 
possible.

Embedded Reflexivity
Embedded Reflexivity is a mode of situated reflection that occurs inside the working process 
rather than after the fact. It involves capturing “decision narratives”—recording ruptures and 
recoveries as they happen. This ensures that feedback loops are active and that the team shares 
accountability for the system’s health. 
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The purpose is to make rationales visible and address ruptures while repair is still possible. 

The outcome is reciprocity. Contribution and return remain aligned. Trust compounds. People 
choose to stay. When benevolence is exhausted, retention becomes transactional and brittle.

Post-Heroic Architecture and Decentralized Command
By redefining trust as a technical infrastructure rather than an emotional variable, Trust 
Design establishes the foundation for post-heroic leadership. When the model is set as 
a fixed architecture, the focus shifts from the leader’s personal charisma to the system’s 
structural carrying capacity. This allows for the meaningful decentralization of authority to 
the lowest possible level; experts on the frontline no longer need to seek permission for every 
move, provided they operate within the calibrated boundaries of Clarity and Competence. 
Leadership is thus transformed from a role of direct control to one of continuous rebalancing, 
where the architecture acts as a self-regulating navigational system for the entire team.

This architectural approach ensures that high levels of adaptation can occur without systemic 
fragmentation. Because parameters such as Ethical Modulation and Relational Design are 
explicitly defined, they function as “governors” and “signposts” embedded directly into the 
workflow. The result is a robust organizational form where autonomy leads not to chaos, but 
to situational precision. The leader’s primary function becomes monitoring systemic load and 
absorbing structural costs, ensuring that operative units possess the necessary psychological 
safety and resources to navigate complex landscapes independently.

Trust Debt
Trust Debt is the invisible tax incurred when a leader prioritizes immediate output over the 
integrity of the Trust Circle.

Trust Debt is not a “moral” failure; it is a deferred cost. When you increase the Ambition 
or challenge without a corresponding increase in Resources and skills, you are effectively 
“borrowing” from the team’s future capacity and unbalancing the Trust Circle. 

The Debt Indicators: How it Accumulates
Debt isn’t always bad. It’s a tool for growth. But it becomes toxic when it goes unserviced. You 
can now categorize system failures as specific types of debt:

•	 Clarity Debt: Incurred through “alignment theatre” or vague directives.
•	 The Interest: Endless meetings to “re-align” and a surge in “shadow work” 

where people guess what the goal is.
•	 Competence Debt: Incurred by over-promising on capabilities or ignoring skill gaps.

•	 The Interest: A “Quality Tax” paid in re-work, missed deadlines, and public 
failure.

•	 Authenticity Debt: Incurred when values are sacrificed for convenience.
•	 The Interest: The “Silence Tax.” People stop surfacing risks because they no 

longer believe the truth is valued.
•	 Benevolence Debt: Incurred by extracting extra effort without reciprocity (the “pizza 

party” instead of real support).
•	 The Interest: High turnover and “transactional” culture where employees do the 

bare minimum to avoid breach of contract.
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The Updated Equation: Servicing the Debt
We can refine the structural diagnosis to account for this:

State Ambition + Challenge +Trust Debt
Skill+Resources=

The Logic: As Debt accumulates, it adds weight to the numerator. Even if the Challenge 
remains the same, a team burdened by Debt feels it as an increase in pressure. To return to the 
Flow Corridor, a leader has two choices:

1.	 Direct Investment: Increase Skill or Resources.

2.	 Debt Restructuring: Reduce Ambition or challenge temporarily to “pay down” 
the debt through repair rituals (see values above).

Management Strategy: The Burden Audit
To make this actionable, the leader must conduct a Burden Audit. This moves the framework 
from “Post-Heroic Architecture” into “Active Maintenance.”

The Burden Audit Question: “We are currently moving at a pace that exceeds 
our resources. Are we borrowing this energy from our future balance in the Trust 
Circle (Trust Debt), and if so, what is our plan to pay it back before the interest 
unbalances the system?”

The Burden Audit is a rapid structural diagnostic for leaders operating under sustained 
load, designed to replace person-centered explanations of underperformance with a precise 
assessment of where systemic cost is accumulating. It begins with a single question asked 
at moments of escalation: we are moving faster than our available resources allow. Are we 
borrowing this energy from future capacity in the trust system, and if so, where is the debt 
accumulating? 

Conclusion: Leadership as Cost-Bearing Architecture
The Trust Circle functions as an instrument panel for this work. It renders cost legible, assigns 
structural responsibility, and enables adaptation without fracture when leaders act with 
awareness of which variable they load under pressure. But a true Trust Architect knows that 
one must be careful not to use trust as a soft cover for hard power. 
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