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In an age of filtered photos and “fake news,” people are desperate for authenticity. Even so-
called reality TV is not real (no shocker therel).

As one scandal after another has plagued corporate America, politicians, and the media, trust
has eroded into a major deficit. Sadly, even among nonprofits, only one in five Americans say
they highly trust charities that are dedicated to serving the public good.!

A 2019 Pew Research report includes the headline “Americans’ struggles with truth, accuracy
and accountability.” The same study goes on to explain the sobering reality: “Many think America
is experiencing a crisis in facts and truth, and they believe this problem ties into the current state
of distrust people have in institutions. . . At the same time, Americans admit they at times have
trouble distinguishing the truth from falsehood from certain sources.”?

Clearly, the needle on trust is moving in the wrong direction. As nonprofit leaders, what can we
learn from these troubling accounts? How can we earn back trust and be more effective in
fulfilling our missions?

The growing hunger for authenticity

Authenticity has always been critical. But in a world devoid of trust, the hunger for authenticity
is growing—especially among Millennials and Gen Z.3

Slick imaging and spin on the issues that were once accepted as the norm are now being
rejected outright. As people crave connection to what is true, even the hint of phony is a trust
breaker.

These trends show no signs of stopping. When ECFA (Evangelical Council for Financial
Accountability) asked givers several years ago to rate the single most important quality they
desire in a ministry, it wasn't the popular answers you might expect, such as keeping
administrative costs low, saying thank you, or avoiding political causes. Instead, in a group of
over 16,800 respondents, nearly half of older givers and 56% of Millennials overwhelmingly rated
honesty as the top attribute they seek in an organization today.4

Nonprofit leaders have focused on maintaining certain integrity standards over the years as the
key to building trust, and rightly so. High moral, financial, and other standards are a must—and
they remain the expectation of givers today.®> Strong stewardship standards including sound
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financial management, independent board oversight, and appropriate transparency remain the
basic building blocks necessary to leading a healthy nonprofit.

However, it's easy to see now that upholding high standards will not single-handedly build trust.
We must also tap into authenticity—another dimension of integrity—to flourish in these low-
trust times.

What is authenticity?

Authentic is defined as “genuine or real.” Authenticity, the state of being authentic, is being “true
to oneself or to the person identified.” Furthermore, when something is authentic, it is “entitled
to acceptance or belief because of agreement with known facts or experience; reliable;
trustworthy.” The opposite of authentic is false.®

Packed within this powerful, layered meaning of the term, the need for authenticity is evident. If
we want our organizations to be accepted and trustworthy, we must be genuine, real, and true.

We can learn so much about this attribute from Jesus who was the greatest leader of all time
and the ultimate example of authenticity.” People were drawn to Jesus because He spoke openly
and honestly; he was a humble leader who demonstrated true compassion to all. At the same
time, Jesus was authentically bold and not afraid to expose hypocrisy. He directly confronted
the religious leaders of His day (the Pharisees) who were obsessed with the outward appearance
of perfection but were rotten on the inside. In a sense, one could argue that the Pharisees were
so busy striving for a certain degree of outward “integrity” that they lost their authenticity and
effectiveness in ministry.

How can our nonprofits demonstrate authenticity?

It's clear that authenticity is a must these days for leaders and organizations to build trust. But
where do we begin?

Consider these five practical starters—drawn from ancient wisdom, the latest research, and yes,
even lessons learned the hard way by others in the midst of a shifting culture.

1. Model authenticity from the top. Simon Sinek puts it so succinctly: “So goes the leader,
so goes the culture ... So goes the culture, so goes the company.”® When leaders live
authentically, it spreads throughout the organization and becomes part of the culture
and DNA. On the other hand, when leadership lacks authenticity, it corrupts the
organization, and it’s just a matter of time before public perception will catch up.

2. Embrace a posture of humility. There can be no true authenticity without humility.® A
prideful leader puts on the public face of perfection, but a humble leader and
organization will admit their limits. It seems obvious but is often overlooked: People can
relate far better to an organization that they see is imperfect just like them!
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3. Speak openly and honestly about the journey. Adding spin or choosing not to tell the
whole story is one of the root causes for the growing distrust in businesses, the
government, and other institutions. There is certainly a line of appropriate transparency,
but it’'s important to be open and honest about the journey and share as many facts as
possible with stakeholders who have

come to expect it in this information age. Like accountability, authenticity comes with a
certain degree of vulnerability, and the reward in trust earned far outweighs any
temporary discomfort.

4. Invite others in. Whenever possible, find ways to invite others into your work. Affirm
their voice is heard and matters, and that they are a critical part of your organization’s
mission. The most successful brands in business realize this principle and welcome user
reviews and feedback about their experience. They also explain how their processes
work, not just deliver the glorious end product. Another practical tip for demonstrating
authenticity: Share behind-the-scenes photos and videos to create an “insider” feeling
among your supporters. Always ask: How can we empower others in our community to
realize their important contribution to our mission—whether it’s through giving, serving,
or in other ways?

5. Be sincere in embracing authenticity. Finally, authenticity is all about sincerity. We
shouldn’t strive for authenticity simply because it's the latest Millennial buzzword or a
productive strategy to be considered relevant in today’s changing culture. We should be
authentic for authenticity’s sake. People will quickly sense if a leader or organization has
an ulterior motive for suddenly becoming “authentic.”

In an increasingly skeptical world that doesn’t know who to trust or where to turn, integrity
remains foundational to leading a healthy, confidence-building nonprofit. And as we exude
authenticity from the deep wells of integrity, we will fuel our missions to even further levels of
impact.

As we serve and lead with authenticity, may our organizations turn the tide on trust!
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