                                     Cultivating Trust When it Doesn’t Exist
           “Trust men and they will be true to you; treat them greatly, and they will show                                         themselves great.”

                                                                                              --Ralph Waldo Emerson

The embittering absence of trust in our lives has become a pervasive dysfunction, spilling over into every facet of our daily work and social interactions. Ours is increasingly a population of the cynical, doubt-filled and suspicious walking wounded with little faith in people we meet, our employers, the government, a higher power, and – sadly – even ourselves. 

Once bitten, twice shy – could that be why it is becoming more and more difficult to define trust?  And even more challenging: can you build trust if it doesn’t exist? 

This is crucial because of how essential trust is to our success. Trust is the foundation for effective communication and lays the groundwork for well-functioning teams. According to John Castro, CEO and President of Merrill Lynch Corporation, it is difficult, if not impossible, to have effective and productive working relationships without trust. In fact, it is the necessary precursor for:

· Cooperation within a group

· Increased productivity

· Healthy, unfiltered and passionate debate of ideas

· Ability to rely upon another person

· Commitment

· Thoughtful risk taking

· Believable communication

· Mutual Accountability

· Sustainable Results

With such clear benefits to developing personal and organizational trust, why does it seem that trust is waning? 

Is it because trusting means that we have to take a risk – the risk that we could lose the very things that we entrust to others? We could have our self-respect, privacy, high expectations or even friendships shattered by the betrayal of our trust.

Trust is Risky
The plain fact is that trust is all about vulnerability.  Team members who are comfortable enough to be open, exposed and challenged, develop strength through their vulnerability. Vulnerability-based trust is predicated on a simple, practical idea: people who are willing to admit the truth about themselves (whatever that truth may be) are less likely to waste their energy on unproductive political behavior that bogs everyone down and unhinges accomplishments.

Because trust is risky and can be dangerous, the following question is of particular importance: “Under what conditions is trust warranted?
Ancient sage Aristotle wrote that the trust between a speaker and listener (Ethos) hinges on three characteristics of the speaker:

1. Competence of the speaker (intelligence or correctness of  opinion)

2. Character of the speaker (reliability, honesty, competence)

3. Conviction of the speaker (goodwill or intent)

Extending Aristotle’s precepts into settings where there are groups involving leaders and followers, trust is cultivated by competent leadership. Trusted leaders not only know what to do, but surround themselves with people who know what they are doing.  Competent leaders should also be proactive and effective problem solvers.  

To develop trust, leadership should possess good character. This means that leaders knows the difference between right and wrong and have the willingness to take bold action if changes are needed. 

Effective leaders must have conviction. Trusted leaders demonstrate passion through their words and actions. They are driven towards accomplishment, but not at the expense of their character or the security and safety of their teams.

Conflict, Commitment, Accountability and Results

In his book The Five Dysfunctions of a Team, Patrick Lencioni discusses how a lack of trust undermines four other functions of team effectiveness. It is a cascading waterfall of team destruction:

· A failure to build trust within a team sets the stage for a second level of team dysfunction: fear of conflict.  Instead of healthy, passionate debate, a team that lacks trust will engage in vague discussions and guarded comments.  Conflict can be painful and even make you sore the next day.  However, healthy conflict builds cohesiveness and strength within a team much like exercise builds endurance and muscle mass.

· A lack of healthy conflict only ensures a third level of team dysfunction: lack of commitment.  An absence of unfiltered discourse creates an absence of team buy-in and a resulting lack of commitment to decisions.  Team members nod politely in meetings, feign agreement and often speak their true feelings out of ear shot and fail to follow through.  

· A lack of commitment by team members sets the stage for the fourth level of team dysfunction: avoidance of accountability.  Without an atmosphere of trust, where it is out of bounds to engage in conflict and a lack of commitment is pervasive, even the most motivated team members will hesitate to call their peers on their lack of follow through, production, or counterproductive behaviors.  Contrary to popular belief, the power of team leadership rarely rests on the shoulders of one designated leader but instead lies in the team members’ ability to hold each other accountable.

· A team that fails to hold one another accountable has set the stage for the fifth level of team dysfunction: inattention to results.  When team members begin to place their needs or the needs of their division above the collective goals of the team, the end product will be a failure to produce results.  Ego, self-promotion, recognition and career development are self-centered objectives that unhinge the focus of team results.

Live by the Sword and Die by the Sword

In competitive sports and in war, a primary objective is to keep your opponents unbalanced so that you can more easily manipulate, control or overcome them. In many businesses, leadership and organizational structures have been designed to intentionally manipulate trust for the same reasons, in a misguided effort to control, manipulate or keep their troops off-balance. This strategy is fundamentally flawed because it erodes the foundation for a highly effective team, while creating an artificial environment of stress and confusion that undermines the health of each team member.  Leaders that live by this strategy often die by it.

Whether a lack of trust has developed unintentionally or intentionally, the result is the same.  While short-term, flavor-of-the-moment management programs can certainly help increase communication and help overcome some vulnerability, these efforts usually produce only short-term results.  When looking for solutions to help develop and maintain trust within your team, seek out trusted advisors and coaches who have the tools and experience to develop organizational trust from the inside out and from the foundation up.  

Remember the words of author, John Harold:  “Without trust, words become hollow, but with trust, words become life itself.”

Key Points in Building Trust





Trust is the foundation of teamwork.  An organization devoid of trust is built on an unstable foundation and will experience a never ending process of trying to stabilize this weakened base.  





On a team, trust is about vulnerability. This is difficult for most people and not always encouraged in a work environment.  Much to the contrary, vulnerability may be perceived as a weakness when in reality it takes great courage to be imperfect.  





Building trust takes time, but the process can be accelerated.  Advancing trust within a team most often requires the skills of an outside facilitator who can objectively assess and guide a team through trust development. 





Like a healthy relationship, trust within a team requires periodic maintenance over time.  Organizational and team trust are always in flux just as team members, their roles, responsibilities and norms are always changing.  An absence of maintaining trust within a team can lead to seismic shifts that will fracture a once solid foundation.  An underlying lack of trust will undermine several other factors of a highly functional team.








