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Trust is THE most important, foundational core of leadership. With it, you can build 
strategic alliances, influence others, lead and coach, and have people ultimately 
engage, follow, align with and promote you.  

Without it, you can tell people what to do, provide directives, and manage work. 
Without trust you can create compliance, with trust you can inspire 
commitment.  

This article covers what trust is, how we define and assess it, where to focus 
when it’s low and how to have the conversation. 

 
1. WHAT IS TRUST? 
The root of the word comes from various derivations that mean “help, protection, 
strong, fidelity, faithfulness, comfort.” What does that mean? It means you have the 
comfort or the faith that there will be competent delivery or help, and ultimately the 
ability to protect what matters most (to you, the company, the relationship, 
partnership, etc.)  

Trust is when you choose to risk making something you value (such as your team’s 
deliverables or your child’s learning) vulnerable to another person’s actions (Feltman 
7). You basically believe they will support what matters to you. 

Think about it. 

When you trust someone, you know:  

● they deliver 

● you can rely on them - when they say they’ll do it, you believe them 

● you can delegate and things will get done, correctly 

● You know they are telling you the truth, what they are really thinking  

● they “have your back”, you can count on them 

● they consider your needs, agenda, priorities when creating a strategy that 
will impact you, or when making a decision or collaborating with you 

● they lead you in the right direction, that is in your and the company’s (or 
team, or client, etc) best interest 
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When you do not trust someone you tend to: 

● Second guess / double check 

● Assume the worst / doubt 

● Repeat yourself / overly communicate 

● Get overly involved 

● Share less information 

● Hold on / not let go 

● Resist 

● Protect your own interests/people 

● Stay in the details 

 

Ask yourself:  

● What else do you know when you DO fully trust? When you do NOT fully 
trust? 

● How many key stakeholders would you say you have full trust?  

● What would be possible if you could increase trust with people you work 
with? 

● What impact would it have in your personal life to increase trust with those 
you love the most?  

● How many people would say they have full trust in you? 
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Here’s a bold statement: without trust, you have no ability to rely on the relationship, 
partnership or entity. Without trust, you don’t have the ability to lead, coach, inspire, 
influence or align people, teams or organizations.  

In short, trust is THE most 
critical aspect of leadership. 

When you choose to trust, you are making a risk assessment about the other. 
One team example is with a team of senior leaders who needed to work together 
intensively to deliver on a goal that would determine the future of the business 
within the next 6 months. They couldn’t afford any hiccups in delivery and had 
multiple team members where they questioned if they could deliver. The #1 issue 
the team reported facing was low trust. In one team session, they were able to build 
an environment where they could speak honestly, uncover what they called the 
“elephants” or unspoken perceptions they had about each other and the team, and 
contract for new behaviors and commitments. It completely changed the level of 
trust in the team and a business that had not been delivering began to immediately 
exceed business results. 

This plays out at home when we refer to trust as a 
“relationship bank account.” With every call, text, 
email, or action, there is either a deposit or 
withdrawal we are making into the trust bank 
account. When my then 15 year old son “borrowed” 
my car while I was away (without a license, taught a 
friend to drive and hoped we wouldn’t find out!#!), 
we had what must have felt like a nine-month 

ongoing conversation about clarifying what exactly is a deposit and what is a 
withdrawal, as we were rebuilding trust (more on that later). 

One day he challenged me and asked, “aren’t there times when our actions are 
neutral, neither a deposit or a withdrawal?” In my point of view, no. No matter how 
small, there is always some element of adding or subtracting to the relationship, 
which is a critical element to remember when you are communicating with team 
members, leading meetings, delivering tasks, or being a trustworthy family member 
(multiply everything I say x100 for teenagers).  

>> In every moment, is trust going up, going down, or remaining the same? 
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2. HOW DO WE ASSESS IT? 
It is uncommon for people consciously assess their level of trust with each other 
(except in my house!). It is more typical to focus on how comfortable we feel. How 
willing or not willing we are to engage, delegate, share information, disagree, 
make requests, or most commonly, our level of comfort speaking up.  

The first step is to notice when you are or are not feeling at ease, are overly holding 
on to doing things yourself, or creating “work-arounds” with other people. You may 
feel anxious, frustrated, overwhelmed, or irritated. You may be holding back your 
ideas or needs, not fully engaging, not letting go of key tasks, staying too much in 
the details, resisting, feeling the need to protect yourself or your team, or judging 
someone else as hard to work with or a “blocker”. These are a few signs to pay 
attention to.  

Ask yourself:  

● What do I tend to do when I do not trust others? 

● How are others behaving around me when they might not trust me? 

To say “I trust you” or “I don't trust you” is a massive communication that intimidates 
most people, so they avoid the conversation completely. It can be easier to break 
trust down into separate elements to determine what is leading to the lack of 
trust, so you can engage around specific behaviors.  

Here’s the kicker: to have trust, you need to have all 4 of the elements below1: 

1. COMPETENCE: This is the belief that they have the knowledge, skills, ability, 
capacity, resources and time to do what needs to be done.  This assumes 
your standards of success are the same as theirs. They may not be 100% in all 
of these areas of competence, though you believe they are upfront about any 
questions and you know their plan to close any skill gaps.  

2. RELIABILITY: Your sense others will meet commitments, their “say/do ratio.” 
(This is a breakthrough area for many when they realize in their quest to be a 
trusted, credible leader, they overcommit, don’t deliver and lose the credibility 
they want to build). This does not mean they deliver 100% on time. It does 
mean when they cannot, they re-contract the commitment before the 
agreed-upon deadline. Constant re-contracting is a red flag for being overly 
optimistic. 

1 Charles Feltman, The Thin Book of Trust (Oregon: Thin Book Publishing, 2009) 
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3. AUTHENTICITY: This is the degree to which you believe they are sharing 
what they are really thinking and feeling. It feels like they are telling the 
truth, which can sometimes be difficult, or require them to be vulnerable  
(“We are at risk of missing the forecast because...I don’t feel I have what it 
takes to...”) You believe them. Withholding information, input, or feedback is 
often what people say they do to preserve a relationship, when in reality, low 
candor erodes trust. You cannot have trust when you don’t feel safe 
enough to speak up. Taken to an extreme, an unfortunate common 
destroyer of trust is taking that to the next level: when people say things 
behind people’s backs they would not tell the person directly. That is 
considered “underground” behavior and contaminates relationships, teams, 
and entire organizational cultures, quickly. 

4. CARE: This is the degree to which you feel they care about your point of 
view and how much you feel they have your agenda, priorities, needs in 
mind especially when in conflict with theirs. This is not how much you care 
about each other personally, though that is an added bonus. This is commonly 
referred to as the extent to which you feel others have your back.  

While all 4 elements are important, Care “counts” for more. If others feel you have 
their back and you have less knowledge or skill, they are likely to give you a pass or 
partner more to ensure success. If you are extremely competent, reliable and 
authentic and yet show less interest in their priorities, they will very likely have lower 
trust in you in spite of being strong in the other three elements. 

I had a client tell me about one of her directs who proactively offered to give two 
resources to one of her peer’s teams because it made more sense structurally, and 
the overall leadership team could better meet their shared priorities. She built 
significant trust with her boss by demonstrating not only her Care for her peer’s 
priorities, it was also an example of Enterprise Leadership, being at stake for the 
organization over her functional self-interest.  

With some people, you can have all criteria met in certain situations (such as 
business as usual tasks), and not in others (such as Enterprise influence with key 
stakeholders). A client has a direct report with whom she has full trust in all things 
technical and can delegate everything to her. However, from a leadership 
perspective, she has low ability to influence peers and higher ups. She has 
demonstrated low care for others’ priority areas, and uses a directing versus leading 
style, hindering collaboration and alignment. Therefore, this client has low trust in 
her direct, and this has become the focus area of her coaching and development. 
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To assess trust: 

I have created a simple yet powerful tool on the next page to help you assess trust 
with your most important stakeholders.  You can download and print it, and I 
encourage you to use it and share it with others. 
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Trust tool  

Print this article – Or download the tool here:  

1. IDENTIFY KEY STAKEHOLDERS: 

a. List your most important stakeholders.. Think about them above you, 
lateral to you, and below you.  

b. Of the stakeholders you have listed, who are the most critical? While 
they are all important, some of them are instrumental to delivering 
your key priorities. Put an asterisk next to your top 2-3. 

Top 2-3   List your most important stakeholders: 

   

   

   

   

   

 

2. ASSESS THE 4 ELEMENTS OF TRUST: 

Using your #1 person, begin the assessment. You can use the same steps for the 
rest of your stakeholders. 

a. Rate your stakeholder according to the four criteria above.  For each of 
the four elements, put a + if they are high, a - if they are low, and a ? if 
you are unsure. (If you are unsure, that often signals it is low). 

b. Rate yourself as best as you can from their point of view: how would 
they assess you on the four elements? In other words, where are you 
low in being trustworthy with them? 

  Competence 
(+ / - / ? ) 

Reliability 
(+ / - / ? ) 

Authenticity 
(+ / - / ? ) 

Care 
(+ / - / ? ) 

Rate your #1 Stakeholder         

Rate yourself         
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3. NEXT STEPS: 

a. Overall: 

i. Where is trust high? ______________________________________ 

ii. Where is trust low? _______________________________________ 

iii. Think about this at a meta level of them with you, and you with 
them. What stands out?  __________________________________ 

b. In each element where trust is low or is a question: 

i. What is the overall perception you have about them that has you 
rate them low? ____________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________ 

ii. What behaviors do they do (or do not do) that have you rate this 
low? _______________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________ 

iii. Think about the behaviors or actions you are taking (or not 
taking) with them. _________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________. 

c. Tangible Actions:  

i. What request do you want to make to them in order to 
strengthen the relationship? _______________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________. 

ii. What behavior can you shift and/or message can you send to 
increase their trust in you? _________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________. 

iii. Have a conversation to get on the same page. What would you 
have to do to ensure you have a positive conversation with 
them?  
 
____________________________________________________________. 
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3. WHERE TO FOCUS?  
High trust is not something we need to have with everyone. You don’t need it 
(though it is helpful) to manage or mentor. (If you want to know more about these 
distinctions, click here. You “only” need it for those you want to lead, coach and 
influence! When you lead, you inspire people, which cannot occur unless they trust 
you. When you coach, they have to trust you in order to be open and vulnerable. 
When you want to influence them, if they don’t trust some or all elements of your 
competence, reliability, authenticity or that you care about their agenda or have 
their back, they won’t buy in. Focus on the people who matter most to you 
regarding your trust in them and their trust in you. 

Start by thinking about your world: you have direct reports and a leadership team, 
you have peers and other key stakeholders in the network, and you have senior 
leaders in the network. Obviously, high trust isideal across the board. They’re all 
important and, some are initially more important to focus on than others. Consider 
people with whom you cannot do your job without them, those who could prevent 
you from delivering key results if you do not have a strong partnership, and those 
that could negatively impact you, your team, or your deliverables if you are not in 
sync.  

Ask Yourself: 

● Who are my most important stakeholders? (Whom do I find most difficult to 
work with? Whom do I need to work with in order to be successful? Who 
seems like a “blocker”, resistant, hard to collaborate with?) 

● What is my going-in thought about how easy or hard they are to work with, 
or to engage with? 

● How would my key stakeholders rate their level of trust in me? 

Most leaders want to avoid the “difficult” people. Many years ago I met a 
policeman with a K-9 Unit who told me: when a dog is biting your hand, your first 
instinct is to pull away. And yet, if you jam your hand further into the dog’s mouth, it 
forces the dog to actually open its jaw so you can release  your hand. (No joke - I was 
with a team of CEOs who were vets and they concurred. This has also been reported 
to work with grizzly bears?!?) When a relationship is not strong, our natural tendency 
is to pull away. It’s a cognitive dissonance to lean in and get closer to those whom 
we would rather avoid (and judge as irritating, incompetent, etc.) 
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Once you make your list, prioritize your top person and start there. Take less than 2 
minutes to do a high-level assessment of where trust is low (where you have a 
‘minus’  or a ‘question mark’ on any of the key elements.)  

Ask Yourself: 

● Where is trust lowest? What behaviors are they doing or not doing to make 
me rate them low in these area/s?  

● If I were to pick the biggest 1-2 things they do that has trust be low in these 
areas, what would they be? 

● And, BONUS ASSIGNMENT: where would they say trust is lowest with me? 
What can I do immediately to positively impact my level of trustworthiness? 

Key tip to focus your reflection: Keep behaviors simple and clear. Most people 
make assessments like “he isn’t being a good partner, she doesn’t have my back.” 
Those are unclear and the other person would have no idea what you literally mean. 
Pretend this person is a 10 year old and you are describing what you want. You 
would not tell a child to be a good partner, you would break it down: you would 
share information early, before you have made the decision; you would ask me for 
my input; you would answer my emails.” You want to make it very clear so they can 
understand exactly what you want. 

4. HOW TO HAVE THE CONVERSATION?  
Let your stakeholder know you would like to check in on how we are working 
together. When you meet up, set the context for your conversation, and that you 
would like to check in on how you are working together, or engaging together on 
xyz priority." You can start by asking them about their needs and priorities so you are 
clear about what is important to them. You can also ask them how they think things 
are going, what is working well, not well, etc. The key is to be curious about their 
point of view and to demonstrate you understand it by acknowledging, 
summarizing, or paraphrasing in some way for them to know they were heard. Only 
after people feel heard are they interested in your needs, requests and priorities. 

I have a client who had a key stakeholder he needed to partner with and who had 
the CEO’s ear. He told me he didn’t trust “Tom”, and he had a lot of reasons why this 
was true and would never change. His boss even told him to “ignore” this 
stakeholder because he was a lost cause. We went through the trust tool and he 
assessed him as low in reliability, authenticity and care, and thought “Tom” would 
assess him as low in care. He took the action to engage with “Tom” about what 
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mattered most to him and how they could partner better to deliver to the CEO on 
this important deliverable. My client spent time clarifying his colleague’s priorities 
and needs, and demonstrated through words and actions what he was doing to 
support his agenda. As is commonly the case, they both ended up having the same 
needs and agenda. Through the initial (and subsequent ongoing) conversations, his 
colleague felt he had his back and they were able to create a partnership from 
initially seeing each other as “blockers.” This new level of alignment made things 
easier, faster, more enjoyable and they ultimately successfully influenced the CEO on 
the new direction the company would take.  

Trust is the foundation of your leadership in all areas of your life. When you view 
it as a precious resource and are mindful to focus on key relationships, it has the 
capacity to significantly improve your ability to deliver, your leadership brand and 
influence and the quality of your life. Focusing on how you assess trust in others and 
remembering to focus on how they might perceive you to be high and low in trust 
as well is a leadership tool you can practice today, and everyday for the rest of your 
life.  

If you would like to have a free breakthrough conversation on how you can build 
trust, feel free to reach out directly by clicking here.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gisele Garcia Shelley 
The Glenbrook Group 

Phone: 845.348.9134 
Email: ggs@theglenbrookgroup.com 

Web: http://www.theglenbrookgroup.com 
https://www.linkedin.com/in/gisele-shelley-0735125/ 
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