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It is a Tuesday morning. A VC scout named Marcus has
spent three months watching a founder build something he
believesin. She has been quietly building something the
mar ket has not seen yet. He also knows a partner at a
growth fund who has been quietly looking for exactly this
kind of deal — though she does not yet know this founder
exists. The problemis simple and ancient: they have never
met, and cold outreach from an unknown founder will not
reach a partner's inbox.

Marcus writes a context note. Ninety seconds of specificity
—who each party is, why the match matters, what heis
staking his reputation on. He sends a Trusio. By noon, both
parties have accepted. Sx weeks later, the round closes.
Marcus's Connector Score updates quietly. No thank-you
email required. The infrastructure just worked.
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Executive Summary

Professional networking is in structural failure. The platforms built to connect
professionals have optimized for volume, velocity, and visibility — producing
environments where signal has collapsed under the weight of noise. Cold outreach
open rates have fallen to 23.9% according to Gartner, and response rates to below 6%.
And yet the stakes have never been higher: warm introductions influence over $1
trillion in annual startup funding and remain the primary pathway to the majority of
senior professional placements.

This report argues that the problem is not behavioral — professionals have not become less willing to
connect. The problem is infrastructural. There has never been a purpose-built system for facilitating,
tracking, and rewarding high-quality warm introductions. Email was never designed for this. Linkedin
was built for something else entirely.

The Trust Paradigm is our framework for what professional networking infrastructure should look like:
built around consent, context, and outcomes rather than volume, visibility, and vanity metrics. It centers
the connector — the professional who facilitates introductions — as the primary unit of value in a healthy
professional network, and proposes reputation as the core asset that such infrastructure should measure
and reward.

This report is authored by William Braddock and Vincent j Kellsey, co-founders of Trusio, writing from
Pulaski, VA and Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia— 9,400 miles apart. That distance is not incidental. The Trust
Paradigm is designed for professional networks that cross geographies, industries, and cultural contexts,
because the founders built it from either side of one. Trust infrastructure that only works inside a single
ecosystem is not infrastructure. It isaclub.
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$1T+ 70% 70%

ANNUAL STARTUP FUNDI NG FROM
WARM | NTRODUCTI ONS

OF VC DEALS FROM | NVESTOR
NETWORKS

OF JOBS NEVER PUBLI CLY POSTED

The report draws on peer-reviewed research including the Gompers, Gornall, Kaplan, and Strebulaev
(2020) survey of 885 institutional VCs published in the Journal of Financia Economics, CNBC and

Linkedin Economic Graph data, NV CA Y earbook funding data, Gartner and RAIN Group sales research,
and Trusio founding cohort analysis.
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The Collapse of
Professional Sgnal

Professional inboxes are under siege. The volume of unsolicited professional outreach
has grown dramatically over the past two decades — driven by the collapse in friction
for senders and the near-zero margina cost of digital messaging. The arithmetic of
cold outreach has produced a tragedy of the commons: as every individual has an
Incentive to send more messages, the collective result is a system where no messages
are read.

The Three Faillure Modes

Professional networking platforms have failed in three compounding ways. First, they optimized for
connection volume rather than connection quality. A Linkedin connection count of 10,000 is
indistinguishable from 500 in terms of the actual value it represents. Second, they made outreach
frictionless for senders while providing no protection for recipients. The asymmetry between the cost of
sending and the cost of recelving has systematically favored noise over signal. Third, they built
reputation systems around vanity metrics — follower counts, endorsements, reaction tallies — that
measure visibility rather than demonstrated value.

The result is a professional communication environment that resembles a crowded conference room
where everyone is speaking simultaneously and no one is listening. The platforms that were supposed to
connect professionals have instead created conditions in which genuine connection has become harder,
not easier.
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"The signal-to-noise ratio in professional networking has
not declined gradually — it has collapsed. What took
decades to build has been destroyed in years by the logic of
platform growth at any cost."

— W I li am Braddock, Co-founder, Trusio

The Cold Outreach Death Spiral

Cold outreach metricstell aclear story of structural decline. Gartner research documents that only 23.9%
of cold sales emails are opened — meaning more than three quarters are deleted without being read
(Gartner, Sales Development Technology: The Stack Emerges). Backlinko's analysis of 12 million
outreach emails found that only 8.5% receive any response at all. In B2B contexts, average reply rates
declined from 6.8% in 2023 to 5.8% in 2024, according to Belkins analysis of 16.5 million cold email
campaigns. RAIN Group's Top Performance in Sales Prospecting research documents that it takes an
average of 8 touchpoints to generate even an initial meeting with a new prospect — and the majority of
sales representatives give up before reaching that threshold.

Thisis not a problem of message quality or targeting sophistication. It is a structural problem: the inbox
has become a defensive posture. Senior professionals have learned, correctly, that the prior probability of
any unsolicited message being worth their time is very low. The rational response is to ignore most of
them.

The paradox is that the same professionals who ignore cold outreach will respond immediately to awarm
introduction from atrusted colleague. The quality of the underlying opportunity has not changed. What
has changed is the credibility signal attached to it. A warm introduction is, at its core, a claim about
quality — "1 am staking my reputation on the value of this connection."
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The Hidden Economy of
Warm I ntroductions

Warm introductions are the most valuable and least systematized activity in
professional life. They are responsible for the majority of high-stakes professional
outcomes — career placements, funding rounds, partnership agreements, and client
acquisitions — yet they operate entirely through informal, untracked, unmeasured
channels.

Research citing the Gompers, Gornall, Kaplan, and Strebulaev study — the most comprehensive survey
of VC decision-making ever conducted, covering 885 institutional VCs at 681 firms — documents that
nearly 70% of venture capital deals originate from connections within the investor's existing network.
CNBC and LinkedIn data show that 70% of job openings are never publicly posted, filled instead through
referrals and direct network connections. These are not margina effects — they describe the primary
mechanism by which professional opportunity is distributed.

It is worth noting that warm introduction networks are not a modern invention. Guanxi — the Chinese
system of relationship-based business facilitation — has governed commercia trust in East Asian
markets for centuries. Wasta, the Arabic term for influential intermediaries who broker access and
opportunity, shapes professional life across MENA. Nemawashi, the Japanese practice of laying the
groundwork through informal consultation before formal decisions, is a warm introduction network by
another name. The Trust Paradigm does not invent a new human behavior. It builds the first systematic
infrastructure for one of the oldest.

The Value of a Single Introduction
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Consider the economics of a single high-quality introduction. A VC scout who introduces a founder to
the right partner at the right fund at the right time may enable a funding round that creates hundreds of
millions of dollars in enterprise value. A recruiter who connects a candidate with a hiring manager for a
role that changes the trajectory of both careers creates value orders of magnitude larger than the
placement fee. A consultant who bridges a client to a strategic partner may unlock a relationship worth
multiples of the original engagement.

In each case, the introduction itself — the act of identifying, contextualizing, and connecting two parties
— isthe value-creating act. Y et the professional who performed it has no portable record of having done
S0, no score that reflects their track record of high-quality matches, and no infrastructure for doing it
more efficiently than drafting a CC'd email.

"We have built trillion-dollar infrastructure for every other
high-value professional activity —trading, recruiting,
project management, customer relationships. We have built
nothing for the activity that underlies all of them: the warm
introduction."

The Invisible Toll on Connectors

There is a cost to connectors that the economics of introductions rarely surface. The professionals who
make the most introductions — who are most generous with their networks, most willing to make the
match even when the personal return is unclear — are also the professionals most at risk of network
depletion. Every introduction is a withdrawal from a relationship account. Made carelessly, or too
frequently without reciprocal investment, it erodes the social capital it was meant to activate.

The pattern is consistently reported by practitioners who manage high-volume professional networks:
connectors begin to introduce less selectively over time, not more. The pressure to be helpful, the social
cost of declining introduction requests, and the absence of any feedback mechanism that confirms their
introductions are genuinely valued — all of these combine to gradually erode the judgment that made
their introductions valuable in the first place. A connector who can see that their last fifteen introductions
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had an 88% acceptance rate and a 4.3 average value rating is a connector who knows their judgment is
still sound. Infrastructure that surfaces this signal protects the connector as much as it serves their
network.
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Why Trust Cannot Be
Faked at Scale

Every previous attempt to systematize professional introductions has failed for the
same reason: they tried to simulate trust rather than measure it. Endorsement systems,
recommendation features, and connection badges all suffer from the same flaw —
they measure declarations of trust rather than demonstrated evidence of it.

LinkedIn endorsements can be traded reciprocally in minutes. Recommendations can be requested and
written by the subject's closest alies. Connection counts can be gamed through mass connection
campaigns. None of these signalsis self-policing — a low-quality actor can accumulate them as easily as
ahigh-quality one.

The Self-Policing Property

A genuine trust metric must have the self-policing property: it must be in the actor's interest to maintain
quality, and low-quality behavior must actively lower the score. This is the core design principle behind
the Connector Score.

When an introduction is declined — when one of the recipients exercises the Silent Veto — it is a data
point that the introduction was not high-quality enough to warrant both parties consent. That data point is
recorded. Repeated low-quality introductions lower the connector's acceptance rate, which is the most
heavily weighted component of the Connector Score. The system is self-policing because gaming it
produces the opposite of the intended effect.

Thisis fundamentally different from any existing professional reputation system. Y ou cannot accumulate
a high Connector Score by volume alone. The only path to a high score is consistent, high-quality,
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high-relevance introductions that both parties find valuable enough to accept and rate positively.

Why Previous Attempts Have Fallen Short

Trusio is not the first platform to recognize that professiona introductions are valuable. Lunchclub
applied algorithmic matching to professional meetings (since shuttered). Intro.co built a marketplace for
paid introductions (since shuttered). LinkedIn has layered introduction request features onto its directory
model. Each approached a real problem and each fell short for the same underlying reason: they
optimized for facilitation without measuring outcomes, and they created no mechanism for reputation
staking by the connector.

Algorithmic matching removes the human judgment that makes introductions valuable in the first place.
Paid introduction marketplaces create a financial incentive that is orthogonal to quality. And Linkedin
introduction features simply route messages through an existing directory without changing the consent
architecture or creating any feedback loop. None of these systems makes a low-quality introduction
costly for the person who makes it. The self-policing property isthe missing piece in every prior attempt.

The Current Competitive Landscape

Severa platforms operating today approach the warm introduction problem from adjacent angles, each
revealing a different dimension of what the market currently lacks. Draftboard automates warm
introduction requests — it accelerates the process of finding connection paths but creates no mechanism
for reputation staking by the person making the introduction. Commsor has built a go-to-network model
for revenue teams, treating introductions as a sales channel rather than a trust infrastructure. Y ess.ai
applies Al to sales introduction automation, optimizing for volume and velocity rather than quality and
consent. Each of these is atool for making more introductions more efficiently. None of them makes a
low-quality introduction costly.

In the relationship intelligence CRM category, Affinity and 4Degrees have built sophisticated tools for
VC firms to manage and track network relationships. These platforms know who knows whom and can
surface introduction paths — but they measure relationship strength (frequency of contact, email volume,
calendar co-occurrence) rather than introduction quality. A connector who frequently emails a contact
but whose introductions are rarely accepted and rarely generate value would score well on relationship
strength and poorly on the Connector Score. The distinction is the difference between activity and
outcomes.
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Bondex has attempted to solve the reputation staking problem through Web3 token mechanics, tying
professional reputation to on-chain assets. The instinct is correct — reputation should have economic
weight. But tokenizing professional trust introduces financia incentives that are orthogonal to quality in
the same way that paid introduction marketplaces do. When your reputation is a tradeable asset, the
incentive is to maximize its market value, not to make genuinely useful introductions.
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The Connector:
A Role Without I nfrastructure

In every high-functioning professional network, there exists a smal number of
individuals who disproportionately create value for everyone around them. They are
the connectors. professionals whose primary contribution is not what they know but
who they know and, more precisely, who they can connect to whom.

Malcolm Gladwell named this archetype in The Tipping Point. Network science has documented it
rigoroudly: in any professional network, a small number of high-betweenness nodes — connectors — are
responsible for the majority of information flow, opportunity distribution, and relationship formation.
Mark Granovetter's landmark research (1973) established that weak ties — acquaintances rather than
close friends — are disproportionately responsible for opportunity distribution. Ronald Burt's structural
holes research (2004) demonstrated that professionals who bridge disconnected groups generate
disproportionately more valuable ideas and introductions. Remove the connectors and the network
fracturesinto isolated clusters.

The Invisible Labor of Connection

Despite their outsized value creation, connectors have no professional infrastructure built for them. They
track their introductions in email threads and personal notes. They have no record of which introductions
succeeded. They have no portable credential that demonstrates their track record to new counterparties.
They have no tool that makes the introduction process faster or more reliable.
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The irony is profound. The professionals who create the most relationship value in any network are the
ones whose contribution is least measurable, least portable, and least rewarded by existing platforms. A
developer can show their GitHub. A designer can show their portfolio. A connector can show along CC'd
email thread. (And before you ask: no, the irony is not lost on us that we are building the tool that
changesthis.)

The Connector Economy

We are entering what we call the Connector Economy — a term we use to describe a professional
environment in which the ability to make high-quality introductions at scale, and to prove that ability
with verifiable data, becomes a primary professional credential. We acknowledge that this framing is
Trusio’s own: the Connector Economy is a hypothesis about the direction professional networks are
heading, not a universally established category. We publish it as a prediction and invite the evidence to
confirm or challenge it.

The forces driving this transition are structural. As information becomes more abundant and attention
more scarce, the ability to direct attention toward genuinely valuable connections becomes more
valuable, not less. The professionals who will thrive are not those with the largest networks but those
with the highest-quality networks and the demonstrated ability to activate them for others' benefit.

This framing centers the connector not as a power broker but as a servant of their network. The
Connector Score does not measure how impressive your connections are. It measures how useful your
introductions are to the people who receive them. A connector with access to senior professionals who
makes poor matches scores lower than a connector with a more modest network who makes consistently
relevant ones. The score is a measure of generosity with judgment — arguably the rarest professional
skill.
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The Anatomy of a
Perfect Introduction

Not all warm introductions are equal. The difference between a high-quality
introduction and a low-quality one is not the seniority of the parties or the magnitude
of the potential opportunity. It is the quality of the context provided and the relevance
of the match.

The Four Elements

Specificity

A high-quality introduction states precisely why these two people should meet. "Y ou should know each
other" is not an introduction — it is a social obligation. "Person A is building a HealthTech payments
platform and has been looking for a CFO with Series B experience; Person B has done exactly this twice"
isan introduction.

Consent Architecture

Both parties must have the genuine ability to decline without social cost. The conventional CC'd email
introduction removes this ability — the introduction has already happened before either party can
evaluate whether they want it. A consent-first architecture, in which both parties evaluate the context
note before any contact is shared, preserves the social autonomy of all parties.

Outcome Tracking
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A high-quality introduction generates a feedback loop. Did both parties accept? Did they connect? Did
they find the connection valuable? Without this feedback, the connector has no ability to improve their
match quality over time, and no record of their track record.

Reputation Staking

The most important element is the least discussed: the connector must have something to lose. When a
professional stakes their reputation on an introduction — when a declined introduction is a data point that
others can see — the incentive structure changes fundamentally. A connector who makes careless
introductions does not just waste two people’s time. They erode the credibility that makes their future
introductions worth accepting. Quality becomes the only rational strategy not because anyone demands
it, but because the data makes anything less costly.

The Follow-Through

A fifth element that the four above require to function: the connector must close the loop. An
introduction that ends at mutual acceptance but generates no actual connection has failed. The best
connectors do not simply send the match — they provide enough context in the initial note that both
parties know what to say first. They make the first message obvious. This is what separates a connector
from amiddleman: the middleman makes the connection; the connector makes the relationship.

A note on the non-startup context: the four elements apply equally outside venture and recruiting. A
department chair introducing a junior researcher to a program officer at a funding agency benefits from
the same specificity ("her current study addresses exactly the mechanism your RFA targets'), the same
consent architecture (the program officer should have the option to decline without creating institutional
awkwardness), the same outcome tracking (did the conversation lead to a proposal?), and the same
reputation staking (the chair’s judgment is on the line). The anatomy of a perfect introduction is
universal. The context note simply changes.
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Reputation as
| nfrastructure

The word infrastructure is deliberate. We do not mean reputation as a soft social
concept — the vague sense that someone is "well-regarded.” We mean reputation as a
technical system: a persistent, verifiable, portable record of professional behavior that
others can rely on when making decisions.

Consider the analogues. Domain Authority, developed by Moz, quantified a website's credibility in
search engines in away that transformed how the SEO industry operated. Net Promoter Score, developed
by Bain, gave organizations a single portable metric for customer loyalty that became a lingua franca
across industries. PageRank gave Google's search algorithm a way to rank pages by the quality of
incoming links rather than the quantity.

Each of these was a reputation system. Each became infrastructure — a standard metric that others built
on top of, that shaped behavior, and that created value by making previously unmeasurable quality
legible.

The Connector Score as Infrastructure

The Connector Score is designed to function as infrastructure for professional trust. It is not afeature of a
social network. It is a portable professional credential — a number that a VC scout can show to a GP as
evidence of dea flow quality, that a recruiter can present to a client as evidence of placement track
record, that a community builder can reference when demonstrating the value they create for their
members.
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For infrastructure to function, it must be trusted. Trust requires three properties: transparency (the
formula is public and the inputs are verifiable), self-policing (gaming it produces the opposite of the
intended effect), and portability (it travels with the professional, not with the platform). The Connector
Scoreis designed with al three.

A Note on What Infrastructure Gets Wrong

Every reputation system that became infrastructure also became something its designers did not intend.
Domain Authority became a gaming target — entire industries emerged around manipulating it rather
than earning it. Net Promoter Score became a management obsession that distorted the customer
behavior it was designed to measure. PageRank required continuous agorithmic evolution to outpace the
link farms that gamed it within months of its public description.

We are not naive about this risk. A Connector Score that can be gamed through coordinated reciprocal
acceptance would not be a trust credential — it would be a vanity metric with better branding. The
self-policing property addresses this at the design level: gaming the score requires that your introductions
be accepted and rated positively by people with no incentive to do so generously. But design alone is
never enough. The Connector Score will require ongoing algorithmic refinement as adversarial patterns
emerge. We consider this an operational commitment, not a solved problem.

The deeper question the quantification bias raises is whether measuring trust changes trust. The relational
ecology concern — that a scored introduction culture might crowd out unscored generosity — is
addressed in Section 12. Here we note only that this is why the Connector Score is designed as a narrow
credential for a specific skill, not a comprehensive professional reputation score. It measures one thing:
whether your introductions are accepted and valued. Everything else about a professional’s character,
judgment, and contribution remains unmeasured by design.
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The Connector Score;
Measuring What Matters

The Connector Score is Trusio's professional reliability metric. It is calculated from
three components, each chosen because it is difficult to game and directly predictive
of introduction quality.

Acceptance Rate (weighted 50%)

The percentage of introductions where both parties explicitly choose to connect. This is the primary
signal of match quality. Every low-relevance introduction — every introduction that one or both parties
decline — directly lowers this score. A platform baseline of 61% was established during Trusio founding
cohort testing; elite connectors consistently operate above 85%. One assumption this weighting makesis
that recipients evaluate introductions on their merits rather than on the social status of the connector. The
Silent Veto's anonymity is specifically designed to protect against social-pressure inflation — arecipient
who declines never has to explain why to anyone, including the connector. Monitoring for systematic
acceptance rate inflation in high-status networks remains an ongoing platform integrity commitment.

Value Ratings (weighted 30%)

A post-connection survey sent anonymously to both recipients 48 hours after a shared thread opens.
Recipients rate the helpfulness of the introduction on a five-point scale. This captures outcome quality
that acceptance rate alone cannot measure: a connection that was accepted but yielded nothing is treated
differently from one that generated a funding conversation, a hire, or a partnership.

Consistency (weighted 20%)
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A rolling average across 30, 60, and 90-day windows. This distinguishes long-term power-networkers
from one-off participants. A single flurry of introductions followed by six months of inactivity is scored
differently from a sustained, habitual pattern of high-quality facilitation. Recency is weighted more
heavily to reflect current professional activity.

Score Tiers
SCORE TI ER THRESHOLD
900+ Elite Connector Top 1%
800-899 Super Connector Top 8%
650-799 High-Trust Connector Top 25%
500-649 Trusted Connector Top 50%
<500 Building — Y our reputation starts here Early stage

How to Read Y our Score

The Connector Score is not arank. It is arecord. Two professionals with scores of 720 and 730 are not
meaningfully different from each other — they are both High-Trust Connectors with strong, consistent
track records. What the score measures is not your position relative to others but the reliability of your
introductions relative to your own history.

The single most important input is acceptance rate. A connector who makes 20 introductions per month
with a 90% acceptance rate is building a score faster than one who makes 50 introductions with a 55%
acceptance rate. Volume is not the lever. Precision is.

What moves the score: acceptance rate moves it most, and most quickly. Value ratings move it more
slowly but compound over time — a connector whose accepted introductions are consistently rated
highly will outperform one with similar acceptance rates but lower value ratings within 90 days.
Consistency is the stabilizer: it smooths out the variance of individual introductions and rewards
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connectors who introduce as a practice rather than an event.

A cultura note: in professional contexts where relationship-building is more indirect — where a direct
acceptance or decline of an introduction carries social weight that a Western professional might not
register — the consent-first architecture of Trusio is specifically designed to reduce this pressure. The
Silent Veto exists so that declining an introduction is never a social event. The score reflects outcomes,
not the social dynamics of any particular cultural context.
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The Trust Paradigm:
A New Model

The Trust Paradigm is a framework for professional networks built around a ssimple
inversion: instead of optimizing for the number of connections, optimize for the
quality of connections. Instead of rewarding visibility, reward demonstrated value.
Instead of making outreach frictionless for senders, protect recipients through consent
architecture.

Volumevs. Quality

The incumbent model treats professional networking as a numbers game. More connections, more
followers, more messages equals more opportunity. The Trust Paradigm inverts this: asmaller network of
high-quality, contextual relationships produces better outcomes than a large network of weak,
uncontextualized connections. The evidence supports this inversion: warm introductions — by definition
a quality-first mechanism — account for the majority of high-stakes professional outcomes despite
representing a fraction of total professional outreach volume.

Visibility vs. Credibility

Current platforms optimize for visibility — the number of people who can see your profile, your posts,
your activity. The Trust Paradigm optimizes for credibility — the degree to which the specific people you
need to reach will trust an introduction from you. A professional with 500 highly relevant, high-quality
connections and a Connector Score of 850 has more real professional access than a professional with
10,000 connections and no record of quality.

Activity vs. Outcomes
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Vanity metrics measure activity: posts, comments, connection requests sent. The Trust Paradigm
measures outcomes: introductions accepted, connections rated as valuable, relationships that generate
real professional results. The distinction matters because activity without outcomes is noise.
Infrastructure should be designed to produce outcomes, not to maximize activity.

Cold Reach vs. Warm Access

The dominant networking paradigm encourages professionals to reach as many people as possible
through cold outreach. The Trust Paradigm recognizes that warm access — the ability to reach anyone
through atrusted intermediary — is both more effective and more sustainable than cold reach at scale. A
single high-quality warm introduction is worth more than 50 cold emails that go unread.

Gatekeeping vs. Access

Warm introduction networks have historically concentrated professional opportunity among those who
are already well-connected. This is the most important tension the Trust Paradigm must navigate. By
making introduction quality visible and measurable, the framework creates an incentive for connectors to
facilitate introductions across network boundaries — not just within their existing circles. A connector
whose score rewards high-acceptance-rate introductions has a structural incentive to make relevant
matches regardless of whether the parties share the same background, institution, or ecosystem. Equity is
not an afterthought in this design. It is built into the scoring logic.
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The Recipient's
Perspective

The Trust Paradigm is built primarily from the connector's perspective. But every
introduction involves two recipients whose experience is equally consequential. The
Silent Veto and the consent-first architecture of the Trusio protocol exist specifically
to serve recipients — and understanding why matters for the integrity of the
framework.

The Problem with Conventional Introductions

A conventional CC'd email introduction happens before either recipient has consented. The introduction
is already complete — the connector has shared contact details, created a thread, and established a social
obligation. Declining feels rude. Ignoring creates awkwardness. The recipient is trapped in a relationship
they never agreed to enter.

Thisis not a minor UX inconvenience. It is a structural violation of recipient autonomy that scales with
network size. A well-connected professional might receive dozens of unsolicited introductions per
month. Each one is a small tax on their time and social capital. The aggregate effect is that recipients
learn to distrust all introductions — including the genuinely valuable ones.

What the Trust Paradigm Offers Recipients
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Consider what receiving a Trusio actually feelslike. A
single email arrives. It contains a context note: who wants
to connect, why the match was made, and what the
connector believes both partieswill gain. No contact details
yet. No obligation. The note is specific enough that you can
evaluate it in thirty seconds. You click Accept or you do not.
If you do not, nothing happens. If you do, and the other
party does too, a shared thread opens — warm by design,
contextual from the first word. The connector’s reputation
was on the line the entire time. You never had to be polite
about something you did not want.

The consent-first architecture changes everything for recipients. They receive a context note before any
contact details are shared. They evaluate the introduction on its merits. They accept if it is valuable to
them, decline silently if it is not, and in either case are never trapped in an unwanted thread. The Silent
Veto — the ability to decline without the other party ever knowing — is not a feature for connectors. It is
afeature for recipients.

The downstream effect is significant: when recipients know that every introduction they receive has
passed through a consent-first filter and is backed by a connector whose reputation is on the line,
acceptance rates rise and the quality of accepted introductions rises with them. The Trust Paradigm does
not ask recipients to lower their guard. It earnstheir trust by design.
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Implications for
Organizations

The Trust Paradigm has direct implications for organizations that depend on
relationship-based deal flow, talent acquisition, or community building. These include
venture capital firms, startup accelerators, executive search firms, industry
associations, and professional communities of all kinds.

Venture Capital and Scout Networks

VC firms that systematize warm introductions through Trusio gain a measurable advantage in deal
sourcing. Scouts with high Connector Scores generate introductions that partners are more likely to take
meetings on — because the score is evidence of past quality, not just a personal claim. Community KPIs
(acceptance rates, value ratings, consistency) allow GPs to identify their highest-value scouts and
optimize deal-sourcing pipelines accordingly. A scout operating a a Connector Score of 820 is not
simply more productive than one at 580: they are a fundamentally different quality signal. The GP who
can distinguish between them in a dashboard rather than through intuition alone has a compounding
sourcing advantage over every firm still relying on informal reputation.

Startup Accelerators

Accelerators that deploy trust infrastructure for their cohorts transform mentor-founder matching from an
art into a measurable process. Introduction outcomes are tracked, acceptance rates are visible, and the
accelerator's network health becomes a reportable metric for LPs and alumni. To illustrate the potential:
an accelerator running 300+ introductions across a 90-day cohort with an acceptance rate above 80% has
a community health dashboard no existing tool currently provides. That same accelerator can now report
to LPs not just that it “provided mentorship” but that it facilitated 312 verified introductions with a 4.2
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average value rating — a qualitatively different conversation about network quality.

Executive Search and Recruiting

Recruiters whose Connector Scores reflect a sustained track record of high-quality placements carry a
portable credential that distinguishes them in a crowded market. A Verified Connector Badge —
available only to users with a score of 800 or above — signals to candidates and clients alike that this
recruiter's introductions are worth accepting. In a sector where a single mismatched placement can cost a
client 3-6 months of salary and significant organizational disruption, a recruiter who can demonstrate an
87% acceptance rate and a 4.4 average value rating across 200+ introductions is offering something no
resume or testimonial can match: verified outcome data.

Professional Communities

Any community built on trust benefits from introduction infrastructure. Mastermind pods, founder
circles, alumni networks, and industry associations can deploy the Community Builder tier to provide
members with a structured introduction protocol, measure community health through engagement and
acceptance rates, and demonstrate member value through trackable outcomes. The communities that will
survive the next decade are not those with the most members but those with the most verified value per
introduction. A 200-person alumni network where 85% of introductions are accepted and rated valuable
is more defensible than a 5,000-person group where no one knows whether any introduction has ever led
to anything.

Academic and Resear ch Networks

Academic job markets, grant-seeking researchers, and clinical trial networks all depend on warm
introductions between people who have never met and may never meet again. A department chair who
introduces ajunior researcher to a program officer at afunding agency is performing exactly the same act
as a VC scout routing a founder to a partner — with the same need for specificity, consent, outcome
tracking, and reputation staking. The Trust Paradigm applies wherever reputation-staked introductions
create professional opportunity. In academic contexts, where informal networks determine who gets
funded and who gets hired at least as much as credentials do, trust infrastructure is not a productivity
tool. It isan equity tool.
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“The score is a measure of generosity with judgment —
arguably the rarest professional skill.”
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Limitations and
Open Questions

The Trust Paradigm is a framework under development, not a settled theory. The
Connector Score is afirst-generation instrument for measuring professional trust. Both
will evolve as platform data accumulates and the field matures. This section
acknowledges what the framework does not yet answer.

The cold-start problem

A new user with no introduction history has no Connector Score. The platform provides value from the
first introduction, but the score's predictive power compounds over time. Early users face a bootstrapping
challenge that later users will not. Trusio addresses this through the founding cohort model, but the
structural disadvantage for late arrivals to any reputation network is real and acknowledged.

Gaming and adversarial behavior

The self-policing property is designed to make gaming the Connector Score costly. However,
coordinated reciprocal acceptance between users could artificialy inflate scores. Platform integrity
mechanisms will need to evolve as the user base grows.

The equity question

Warm introduction networks have historically been the primary mechanism by which professional
opportunity concentrates among already-privileged groups. The Trust Paradigm makes this mechanism
more efficient. Whether it makes it more equitable depends on who has access to the platform and whose
introductions are accepted. This cold-start disadvantage is not evenly distributed — professionals from
underrepresented backgrounds who have historically been excluded from warm introduction networks
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face a steeper bootstrapping curve than those entering with established connectors already in their corner.
Expanding access beyond startup ecosystems and reducing this structural disadvantage for professionals
with smaller initial networks are design priorities, not optional enhancements.

What the scor e does not measur e

The Connector Score measures the quality of introductions a professional facilitates. It does not measure
subject matter expertise, work quality, or value created outside the introduction context. It is a narrow
credential for a specific skill, not a comprehensive professiona reputation score. Users and recipients
should interpret it as such.

Data per manence and theright to evolve

The Connector Score is designed to be persistent and portable. A professional who made low-quality
introductions early in their career and later developed genuine connector skill should have a pathway to
rehabilitation through sustained high-quality activity. The consistency weighting, which emphasizes
recent activity, partially addresses this. Full data deletion rights on account closure are provided as
described in the Privacy Policy.

Therelational ecology question

Systematizing warm introductions makes the mechanism more efficient. Whether it makes the resulting
professional ecosystem healthier or more transactional is a genuinely open question. A concern worth
naming: if every introduction becomes a scored, tracked, reputation-staking act, some professionals may
introduce less spontaneously and less generously than they do today. The organic, unscored introduction
— the casual “you two should talk” between friends — has its own value that a reputation system cannot
fully capture. Trusio is designed to complement that organic behavior, not replace it. Whether it succeeds
in doing so is something only longitudinal data will answer.

Cross-cultural protocol adaptation

The consent-first architecture of the Trusio protocol is designed around a specific assumption: that both
parties can evaluate a context note and make an independent decision without social cost. This
assumption holds well in professional cultures where direct acceptance or refusal of a request is
normative. It requires more careful design in professional contexts where indirect communication is the
norm — where declining feels like a loss of face for the connector even if the mechanics are private, or
where the relationship between the introducer and one party carries an implicit obligation that the

TRUSIO - TRUST PARADI GM REPORT - 2026 N 24 JO NTRUSI O. COM



platform cannot override. The global rollout of Trusio will require cultural protocol research that the
founding cohort, drawn primarily from US and Malaysian professional networks, cannot fully anticipate.
We name this as a design priority, not a solved problem.

TRUSIO - TRUST PARADI GM REPORT - 2026 JO NTRUSI O. COM



13

The Road Ahead

The Trust Paradigm is not a prediction about one platform. It is a prediction about the
direction of professional networking as a category. The conditions that produced the
current noise-dominated environment — frictionless outreach, vanity metrics, volume
optimization — are not going to reverse on their own. They will be reversed by
infrastructure that makes trust legible and makes quality the only rational strategy.

We expect the Connector Score to become a category-defining concept in the same way that Domain
Authority became category-defining for SEO, or Net Promoter Score for customer experience. Not
because Trusio will force it, but because the underlying need is real and the measurement approach is
sound. Once professionals have a portable, verifiable trust credential, the professional environments that
do not recognize it will be at a disadvantage relative to those that do.

We hold this view without illusion about the risks. The Trust Paradigm has genuine weaknesses: it is
unproven at scale, it depends on a cold-start network that favors early adopters, and it requires ongoing
algorithmic vigilance to prevent the gaming behaviors that have degraded every prior reputation system.
The threats are real: a well-resourced competitor could build a similar scoring architecture, and
regulatory scrutiny of professional reputation systems is a developing area that Trusio will need to
navigate carefully. We name these not as disclaimers but as the work ahead — the honest accounting of
what building trust infrastructure at scale actually requires. A reasonable critic would ask whether the
Connector Score is smply a more sophisticated vanity metric dressed in trust language. The answer
depends entirely on whether the self-policing property holds at scale— which is exactly why we name it
as the conditional confidence prediction rather than a guarantee.

Three Predictions
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We distinguish these predictions by confidence level. Not al three are equally certain, and intellectual
honesty requires saying so.

1. High confidence: Warm introduction volume will grow faster than cold outreach volume over the next
five years. Cold outreach response rates have declined consistently for a decade and show no structural
reversal. This prediction is atrend extrapolation, not aleap.

2. Moderate confidence: Portable professional trust credentials will become standard in high-stakes
hiring, fundraising, and partnership contexts within a decade. The analogy to credit scores is instructive
but imperfect — adoption will be fastest in VC and executive search, slower in industries where
relationship capital is more informal.

3. Conditional confidence: Organizations that invest in trust infrastructure now will have a compounding
advantage — but only if the infrastructure remains genuinely self-policing at scale. This prediction’s

validity depends entirely on the integrity of the score as the platform grows. We hold it openly, aware
that it is simultaneously the most important and the most contingent of the three.

"Trust isn't a noun. It's what you do."

— W I |i am Braddock, Co-founder, Trusio - jointrusio.com
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Methodology and Sources

This report synthesizes research from peer-reviewed academic sources, industry research organizations,
and Trusio founding cohort analysis. All statistics cited reflect the most recent available data at time of
publication.

Gompers, P., Gornall, W., Kaplan, S.N., and Strebulaev, |.A. (2020)

How Do Venture Capitalists Make Decisions? Journal of Financial Economics, 135(1), 169-190.
Originally NBER Working Paper No. 22587 (2016). Landmark survey of 885 institutional VCs at 681
firms covering deal sourcing, investment selection, valuation, and post-investment value-add. The
finding that the majority of VC deal flow originates from investor networks is documented in the deal
sourcing section. doi: 10.1016/j.jfineco.2019.06.011

Granovetter, M.S. (1973)

The Strength of Weak Ties. American Journal of Sociology, 78(6), 1360-1380. doi: 10.1086/225469.
Foundational peer-reviewed research establishing that weak ties — acquaintances rather than close
friends — are disproportionately responsible for information flow and opportunity distribution in
professional networks. Directly foundational to the connector role concept.

Burt, R.S. (2004)

Structural Holes and Good |deas. American Journal of Sociology, 110(2), 349-399. doi: 10.1086/421787.
Peer-reviewed research demonstrating that professionals who bridge disconnected groups generate
disproportionately more valuable ideas and opportunities. Provides the network science foundation for
the Connector Economy concept.

Gartner (n.d.)
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Sales Development Technology: The Stack Emerges. Gartner research cited across multiple industry
sources documenting that 23.9% of cold sdes emails are opened on average. Available at:
https.//www.gartner.com/en/arti cl es/sal es-devel opment-technol ogy-the-stack-emerges

Backlinko (Dean, B.)

We Anayzed 12 Million Outreach Emails. Here Is What We Learned. Analysis of 12 million outreach
emails  documenting an average response rale  of 8.5%. Avallable  at:
https://backlinko.com/email-outreach-study

Belkins (2025)

What are B2B Cold Email Response Rates? Analysis of 16.5 million cold emails documenting reply rates
declining from 6.8% (2023) to 5.8% (2024). Available at:
https://belkins.io/blog/col d-email-response-rates

RAIN Group

Top Performance in Sales Prospecting. Research documenting that it takes an average of 8 touchpoints to
generate an initial meeting with a new prospect. Available at:
https.//www.rai nsal estrai ning.com/sal es-research/sal es-prospecting-research

4Degrees.ai Industry Analysis (2025)

How Venture Capitalists Source Deals. Strategies That Work in 2025. Citing Gompers et a. (2020),
documents that nearly 70% of VC deds come from the investor's network. Available at:
https.//www.4degrees.ai/blog/how-venture-capital -firms-can-improve-deal -sourcing

Youngquist, M./ CNBC / Linkedln Economic Graph

The 70% of jobs never publicly posted figure originates from Matt Youngquist, President of Career
Horizons, cited by NPR. Linkedin Economic Graph research (2016) further documented that 70% of
professionals hired had a connection at their company. CNBC:
https://www.cnbc.com/2019/12/27/how-to-get-a-j ob-of ten-comes-down-to-one-€lite-personal -asset. html

NV CA Y ear book
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Annual publication documenting US venture capital activity and funding volumes. The $1T+ figure
reflects annual venture funding influenced by relationship-based deal sourcing. Published annually by
NVCA. Available at: https://nvca.org/research/nvca-yearbook/

Affinity.co/ Monsalve, S. (2025)

Deal sourcing research documenting approximately 60% of closed VC deas from network leads.
Includes direct quote from Sergio Monsalve, Founding Partner at Robles Ventures. Published in Private
Equity Wire deal sourcing guide, March 2025.

Richardson, A. (2020)

VC Research Survey: Success and ROI of Cold Deal Flow vs. Warm Dea Flow Companies. Industry
practitioner survey (not peer-reviewed) of US-based VCs documenting introduction-to-investment
conversion rates. Published via VentuRank on Medium. Available at: https://medium.com/venturank

Gladwell, M. (2000)

The Tipping Point: How Little Things Can Make a Big Difference. Little, Brown and Company, New
Y ork. Popular research on connectorsin social networks.

Trusio Founding Cohort Analysis (2026)

Introduction acceptance rate benchmarks, Connector Score design parameters, and community KPP
targets based on Trusio platform design research and founding cohort onboarding data. Internal analysis,
March 2026. The 61% platform baseline acceptance rate was established during founding cohort testing.
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ABQUT TRUSI O

Trusio is a trust-based professional networking platform built on warm introductions and verified
reputation scores. The Connector Score is Trusio's professional reliability metric — a portable trust
credential calculated from introduction acceptance rates, post-connection value ratings, and consistency

over time. Trusio was founded by William Braddock (Pulaski, VA) and Vincent j Kellsey (Kuala
Lumpur, Malaysia).

joi ntrusi o. com Request access at jointrusio.conm waitlist
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