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BACKGROUND ON THE BUILDING TRUST INITIATIVE  

“Authentic trust creates new opportunities and allows for relationships that would otherwise 
be impossible.  It can provide a foundation for collaborative partnerships necessary to solve 
complex social problems”. – Diane Finegood  
 
The epidemic of obesity and chronic diseases emerges from a web of physical, behavioural, 
environmental, social, economic and political factors, such that no single sector or group can 
hope to effectively address it in isolation.  The most significant advances will require the 
collaboration and cooperation of partners across sectors, but a key limiting factor for 
developing and sustaining effective cross – sector collaboration is lack of trust.   To start the 
conversation on how to overcome barriers to trust and begin to explore trust- building as a 
foundation for collaborative partnerships to address the epidemics of obesity and chronic 
disease, the first Building Trust meeting was held in November 2008, followed by a second 
workshop in May 2009.    

The February 2011 Building Trust meeting evolved from the progress made in these sessions 
and the continuing commitment of a core group of participants to work together toward 
building trust for the creation and translation of knowledge and greater collaboration across 
sectors.   Forty-three professionals from the private sector, government, NGO’s and 
academia came together in King City, Ontario for a two-day workshop of plenary and small 
group discussions focused on that mission.   
 
This third meeting focused on exploring the possibilities and parameters for more and 
better inter/ multi-sectoral partnerships and avenues for moving forward with concrete 
initiatives that both build trust and improve individual and collective efforts to address the 
problems.  The meeting also explored the level of commitment for an ongoing effort under 
the banner of the Building Trust Initiative.   

Fundamental to shaping and supporting the Building Trust dialogue is the Solution Space 
model (developed in the 2009 workshop).  The model has three aims:  to serve as a catalyst 
for new / deeper collaborations, foster a think tank environment to deepen understanding 
of other sectors, and create a space to explore the challenges and opportunities in 
collaboration.   The commitment to “what is said in the room stays in the room” was 
intended to provide the sense of a safe space or buffer zone to allow candid, realistic 
examination of the issues related to these aims.    
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MEETING OUTPUTS  
 
Rich, meaningful dialogue occurred inside the meeting room in the context of the structured 
agenda as well as in informal conversations over the two days.  The meeting gave 
participants the opportunity to advance individual and shared knowledge of the possibilities, 
the challenges and the value of trust and trust- building and to develop new understanding 
of the key elements for effective partnering.   Specifically the meeting produced:  
 
Connections, trust and learning 

Connections made at the Building Trust meetings allow participants to expand networks 
within and across sectors and to explore potential partnerships.  
 
About half of the attendees were first time participants in a Building Trust meeting.    The 
focused discussion resulted in quick uptake and understanding by newcomers of the 
importance of trust as a condition for collaboration and the possibilities and challenges in 
partnerships.  This not only contributed to the entire group’s learning during the meeting, 
but will also support the prospect of collaborative work in the future.  
 
The opportunity to learn about other sectors in a collegial setting contributed to the ability 
to take a “walk a mile in my shoes” perspective, greater practical understanding of the 
challenges and needs of other sectors, and an emerging sense of the possibilities for further 
learning, trust-building and collaboration.   
 
The meeting quickly moved from the broad discussion of needs and challenges to more 
specific practical considerations related to building trust and partner relationships including:   

 What questions must I ask myself or others?   (for conducting an effective due 
diligence process and engendering  trust when initiating or  expanding a 
partnership). 

 What can my organization offer others? What can my organization benefit from? (for 
identifying opportunities for the exchange of knowledge,  service or value across 
sectors that would benefit both individual organizational initiatives and/or the 
collective effort).     
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A partnership tool 

A draft partnership tool for assessing, negotiating and managing trust- based partnerships, 
existing or new, was put forward for discussion.  Based on input from the table groups and 
plenary discussions of the draft, the attached amended version of the Tool has been 
prepared.  (see Appendix 1)  
 
A Focus on Intentional Strategy 

Given the challenge of generating support within participants’ own organizations for the 
Building Trust initiative, there is a critical need for a business case to demonstrate its value 
and encourage support for the continuation of Building Trust’s pioneering work.  The 
opportunity and challenge facing the initiative is its evolution to date as an iterative strategy.  
The question put to the meeting participants was whether, and if so how, to advance 
Building Trust to a deliberate strategy – a shift which would strengthen the business case.     
 
To support that discussion, the facilitator presented the core elements of what the initiative 
would have looked like, on paper, as an intentional strategy, as follows:   
 

Desired Ends: Healthier Canadians 
Mandate:    Reduction in the prevalence of obesity and related chronic diseases 

through systemic change.  
 

Mission:    (Re)structure solution providers in the direction of more and better 
inter and intra-sectoral partnerships. 

Presenting Issue: Absence of trust and mistrust, across and within sectors of solution 
providers.  
 

Tactics: Introductions and networking; focused deliberations; meeting 
reports; process support (the proposed partnership tool).   
 

Outcomes / Results:    Suggestion was made to add this element to the initial version 
presented to complete the strategic framework.    
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An emerging sense of the opportunities for collaboration 

Supporting the exploration of where Building Trust might go as an intentional strategy, the 
group identified “conundrums” (complex challenges with cross-sectoral dimensions).  The 
discussion led to the assertion that “we need to do a better job of raising the conundrums” 
and that these conundrums “could become the agenda for future meetings” (or smaller 
subgroups).   
 
Further focused dialogue on specific conundrums would help to deepen the dialogue on 
trust and partnerships by taking it to a more applied level.   As well, the conundrums would 
benefit from exploration in the safe zone of the solution space model, as well as, from the 
group’s goal and commitment to contribute to concrete problem resolution related to these 
challenges.     
 
The conundrum topics identified by the group, then ranked according to the number of 
participants interested in the topic were:   

Generic Building Trust 24 
Advertising / Marketing to Kids 20 
Building  individual capacity incl. messaging 19 
Common messaging 18 
Portion size 15 
Building community capacity 14 
Social determinants 13 
Weight stigma and bias 10 
Food Security 7-8 
Showcasing success / best practices 7 
Alignment of effort 6 

 
The building trust video 

To further support Building Trust as an intentional strategy, participants were invited to be 
video-taped as they told their stories of the value to date of the Building Trust series to their 
work in intra- and multi-sectoral partnerships.  The video will be used to help carry the 
Building Trust message to a wider audience, including participants’ organizations, current or 
potential Building Trust partners, and the general public.  The video can be viewed 
at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sZh8jAqeLAU 
 
 
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sZh8jAqeLAU�


 6 

THE CASE FOR BUILDING TRUST  
 
Participants suggested that the need for the Building Trust Initiative is even more 
compelling than when the first session was held in 2008.   The reality is that the incidence of 
obesity is rising; established solutions are inadequate and insufficient; despite mounting 
evidence, there is limited recognition or acknowledgment of the limitations of those 
solutions; as a consequence, more of the same narrow / partial approaches continue to 
come on stream.   

The changing technology landscape is having an impact on the ability to make progress.   
While social media offers the potential to support building trust solutions, on a more 
immediate level it more often adds to the noise, blame and overall difficulty of moving past 
barriers and creating effective multi-sectoral initiatives.     
 
Although the Building Trust initiative has begun to open doors and build relationships 
between participants and in some cases between their organizations / sectors, some of the 
biggest challenges to Building Trust lie within participants’ own organizations in terms of 
gaining recognition of the value and support for continued collective effort.   The work to 
date has advanced learning and trust among the immediate group, but there is much work 
yet to be done to reach the broader level of trust needed for more large scale and effective 
collaboration.   
 
 
IMPERATIVES FOR MOVING FORWARD AND NEXT STEPS  
 
The Building Trust initiative is at a crossroads. The dialogue must now evolve from the 
conceptual principles and foundations set in these meetings by talking about trust, to the 
more concrete problem solving that is required by the obesity crisis, and considered by the 
participants as an essential outcome of the Building Trust work.  As well, the importance has 
been emphasized and the invitation extended, to move from the initial iterative, exploratory 
approach to a more intentional strategy.  This more concrete and deliberate focus would 
help to demonstrate return on the investment and build the business case to generate the 
necessary ongoing commitment to the Building Trust initiative.     

Some participants felt that in order to build and sustain the activity, resources and 
momentum necessary to support a more deliberate strategy and more concrete problem 
solving, going forward,  a more robust and coherent framework for the initiative is required.  
That framework must include a clearer vision, more definitive targets and goals, an 
articulated plan to achieve them, and a performance management framework for assessing 
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progress.    Included in those targets is annual funding to cover the cost of bringing the 
group together for work sessions (for which the minimum estimate is $120K per year).    
 
The viability of pursuing this vision for Building Trust is in the hands of the participants – who 
must first confirm the desire to continue the dialogue, and commitment to this future 
direction. With these in place, they may then test whether the opportunity (and perception 
of the need) to work together is sufficiently compelling to generate the organizational 
support necessary to underwrite the costs associated with the next phase.   If this cannot 
occur, then the discussion becomes one of how best to wind down.    
 
As a step toward addressing the larger questions, the immediate next steps currently 
underway are:   

 presentation at the April CON Summit Workshop on Building Trust  
 distribution of the meeting report and video to participants 
 a review of the list of possible topics for a next meeting and identification of the 

specific trust issues in each conundrum  
 circulation of the list to participants to identify commitment to holding another 

meeting  

The potential for continued trust-building as a foundation for more effective collaboration 
and partnerships in the fight against obesity and chronic disease is great.  It is hoped that 
the next Building Trust meeting can occur in a timely, planned way, on a chosen topic 
(conundrum) where meaningful results can be accomplished, and with the essential 
sponsorship in place.   
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APPENDIX 1: DRAFT PARTNERSHIP TOOL 

Description of partnership opportunity: 
The partner is in which sector: 
My perspective is from which sector:  

 Low Medium High Value of this item 

INITIATION: Shall I engage in this partnership?     

1. Level of authentic trust     

2. Commonality of interests     

3. Brand complementarity     

4. Appropriate authority and mandate to 
negotiate 

    

5. Appropriate expertise, capacity and resources     

6. Feasibility of achieving common goals     

7. Legal accountability throughout     

8. Risk mitigation (for media attention, public 
scrutiny) 

    

DEVELOPMENT: If yes, how do we maintain our 
relationship? 

    

1. Leadership and champions identified     

2. Clarity of roles, responsibilities, 
accountabilities, jurisdiction and commitment 
to completion 

    

3. Opportunity for sharing assets (e.g. reach, 
resources, influence, etc.) 

    

4. Commitment to and capacity for internal and 
external communications throughout 

    

5. Capacity for project and issues management     

COMPLETION: And now that we achieved our 
goals 

    

1. Planning for project closure and celebration      

2. Evaluation of partnership is planned and 
resourced 

    

 
Please use the back for additional feedback and comments on the value of this tool 


