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Canadians keener to trash talk bad firms

KEITH MCARTHUR 

Globe and Mail Update

TORONTO — Canadian consumers are increasingly likely to boycott and badmouth untrustworthy companies, according to the 2007 Edelman Trust Barometer, which was presented Wednesday in Toronto.

The annual survey of global opinion leaders found that 86 per cent of Canadian respondents refused to buy products or services from brands they don't trust, up from 76 per cent a year earlier.

“It's not that Canadians are mad as hell and they're not going to take it any more, but they're certainly more activist and involved and engaged than they have been,” said Charles Fremes, president and chief executive officer of Edelman Canada.

Respondents were also more willing to banish untrustworthy companies from their investment portfolios, with 77 per cent of respondents saying they've refused to invest in such companies, up from 64 per cent last year. And 85 per cent said they've criticized untrustworthy companies to acquaintances, up from 75 per cent a year earlier.

Mr. Fremes said baby boomers are a big part of that activist trend.

The survey also found that Canadian corporations are among the most trusted in the world, suggesting that Canadian brands shouldn't be shy about broadcasting their nationality, Mr. Fremes said.

Respondents in the Americas said Canadian corporations were the most trustworthy, while European and Asian respondents ranked Canadian companies second only to companies from Sweden and Germany respectively.

But within Canada, respondents were less likely to trust businesses than a year ago. Just 45 per cent of respondents said they have trust in business, compared with 57 per cent last year. That's below the trust level for non-governmental organizations (55 per cent), but higher than trust levels for religious institutions (36 per cent), media (34 per cent) and government (34 per cent).

Mr. Fremes said Canadians' declining trust in business may be related to the large number of big deals that have seen foreign firms take over Canadian companies over the past year.

Former Ontario premier Bob Rae, who sat on a panel Wednesday to discuss the Edelman results, said he is not surprised that trust in government is so low because political parties spend so much time bashing each other through advertising and the press.

“No one should be surprised that the general social effect . . . unfortunately is to lower the general impression the public has of the entire enterprise,” said Mr. Rae, who ran unsuccessfully last year for leadership of the Liberal Party of Canada against Stéphane Dion.

The survey also found that the two most important trust builders for corporations in this country were making quality products and services (cited as the No. 1 trust driver by 34 per cent of Canadian respondents) and engaging in socially responsible activities (29 per cent).

Edelman, the world's largest independent public relations firm, polled 3,100 opinion leaders in 18 countries, including 150 in Canada. The margin of error on global statistics is plus or minus 1.8 per cent, while the margin of error on Canadian results is plus or minus 8 per cent 19 times out of 20.

Opinion leaders are defined as college-educated people between 35 and 64 years of age, engaged in media, economic and policy affairs, with household income in the top quartile.

