
Build trust three ways

To build trust with clients, three critical components must be present: functional, 
emotional, and ethical. To boost trust levels, focus on delivering and communicating 
key aspects within each dimension. 

FUNCTIONAL TRUST 
Reflect core skills and knowledge
Functional trust is built on your day-to-day 
work as a financial adviser. Clients expect that 
you will demonstrate the basic competencies 
associated with your role. For example, to drive 
functional trust, you must know how to execute 
a financial plan, proactively contact the client, 
have relevant industry qualifications, and do 
what you say you will.  

EMOTIONAL TRUST 
Form the heart of the relationship
Emotional trust has the greatest impact on 
clients’ overall depth of trust. Indeed, more 
than half of clients’ depth of trust is based 
on the level of emotional trust they have in 
you. Emotional trust is driven largely by being 
your clients’ advocate — pursuing their goals 
almost as if they were your own.  

ETHICAL TRUST 
Act with integrity
Ethical trust reflects your adhering to clients’ 
expectations of correct conduct, being honest 
and straightforward, and being true to your 
word. In short, ethical trust means acting in 
your clients’ best interests at all times.

Combine the components of trust 
for a longer-lasting relationship
Clients begin their relationship with you with 
a certain level of trust. Often, the initial client 
engagement is based on a referral from someone 
your client knows and respects. That provides 
you with a head start in building trust.

But that’s only the beginning. Over time, work to 
grow and deepen all three dimensions of trust, 
strengthening the overall level of trust your clients 
have in you. Focus on instilling emotions that are 
conducive to trust-building and taking actions that 
foster these emotions.
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THE BENEFITS OF DEEPENING 
CLIENTS’ TRUST 
Clients see their choice of adviser as critical to their 
financial well-being, and trust is a prerequisite for a 
successful client-adviser relationship. Many factors 
inform the individual investor’s propensity for building 
trust, but previous experience working with an adviser 
is key.

Where do your clients fall on the trust spectrum? 
Overall, 81% of the investors surveyed by Vanguard 
in a 2017 study were in the “high-trust” category. 
That’s not surprising given that these clients currently 
had advisers and, presumably, trusting relationships 
with them.

Why boosting trust matters
A high level of trust is associated with client loyalty 
and improved business development for your practice 
(see the figure to the right). In fact, in the Vanguard 
study, clients who had high trust in their adviser 
almost unanimously said they were highly satisfied 
and likely to recommend the adviser. It’s telling that 
more than three-quarters of those in the high-trust 
category had already recommended their adviser 
compared with fewer than half of those with medium 
trust. Referrals are the lifeblood of your practice, and 
building trust creates a foundation for generating 
these referrals organically.

Note: Sample sizes are as folows — high trust, n = 2,843; medium trust, n = 612; 
low trust, n = 47. Low trust has a small base, so results should be interpreted 
with caution.

Source: Anna Madamba and Stephen P. Utkus, 2017. Trust and financial advice. 
Valley Forge, Pa.: The Vanguard Group.
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