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We must first unpack the concept of Trust before we can identify action steps to build Trust.  

Let’s start by addressing employees’ trust of their leaders. The fact of Trustworthiness is determined by a leader’s competence (actual results), character and concern for others.  In the “Lead Like Jesus” model we are encouraged to “make a searching and fearless inventory of [our] leadership motives, thoughts, and behaviors that are inconsistent with Servant Leadership”.  Honest self-evaluation and the encouragement of truth-tellers in our lives will help us uncover issues of trustworthiness.  “Fixing” trust becomes a highly personal and personalized task that depends on our own particular brand of un-trustworthiness.  Now let’s make this personal.  Below are 4 steps for you to take in rebuilding lost trust.

Building Trustworthiness:
1) Be honest with yourself about the role that you allow self-promotion (pride) and/or self-protection (fear) to play in your daily leadership choices.  Pride can show up as an overly high opinion of yourself and your position.  It may lead you to do all the talking, take credit and focus attention on yourself.  Fear may be a fear of failure, of loss of position or of influence or of losing the approval of others.  Fear can lead you to spin the truth, cover up mistakes or strive for the appearance of success rather than actual success.  Fearful or prideful leaders have trouble saying, “I don’t know” or “I need help” or “I made a mistake” while in fact, these statements might be the honest truth.

2) Acknowledge competence issues and ask for help.  Men and women of great strength are capable of tremendous ineffectiveness.  Even celebrated personal strengths, if over-used, create big problems.  The greater your responsibility, the greater potential damage your weaknesses can create.  When you face up and seek help for your weaknesses and mistakes (rather than glossing over them) you maximize the value of your contribution.  Ask yourself, “in what specific areas must I excel?”  Seek feedback and help from those around you.

Building the Perception of Trustworthiness:
One price tag of leadership is that even when you make a sound decision, out of pure motives, there will be those who will question your competence and intent.  Trust then becomes a function of good relationships and transparency.

3) Decrease distance.  People don’t trust strangers.  Build close relationships.  Learn people’s names.  Walk around.  Eat together.  Know and be known by the people you lead.  Use first names:  The use of titles is a sign of respect and distance.  It indicates that you and I are on different levels; that in some way, I am your inferior.  This is not the stuff that builds trust.  Be present.  You’ve got to get face time.  If you are not physically present, because your office is in a different building or you travel, you’ve got a big strike against you.  You must take strides to stay connected.  This is inevitably involves doing more listening and less talking.  

4) Be Transparent.  Honest, complete, clear, frequent, brief, unvarnished communication.  Be Candid about the downsides and the unknowns.  People appreciate leaders who aren’t afraid to be realistic about challenges.  On a personal level, those following you know very well your personal limitations and mistakes.  Candidly acknowledging them demonstrates self-awareness.  This too builds trust, assuming of course that you take appropriate corrective action. Ask questions:  Most leaders focus on “telling” more than listening.  Ask questions that increase understanding.  Prove you are listening by responding to what you have heard.  Asking insincere questions will lead to employees telling you what they think you want to hear.  This kind of subtle distortion erodes trust by eroding the effectiveness of the leader to make wise decisions.

POINT OF ACTION: “Fixing” trust cannot be the goal.  Acknowledge and address your own leadership behaviors that may cause trust to fade.  In time, trust will grow.
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