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Trust is a fundamental building block for interpersonal relationships and an essential component in 
effective developmental leadership. Research has shown that high intrateam trust positively affects 
performance (De Jong, Dirks, & Gillespie, 2016). The state of internal trust within an organisation 
reflects the trust between the organisation and its external stake holders. Australian organisations 
sit very high in distrustor territory (Edelman Trust Barometer – Australia Results, 2018) and a high 
trust relationship between organisations and their internal and external stakeholders is crucial for 
navigating the challenges that organisations face in today’s climate. This white paper provides a 
model on how leaders can evaluate and build intra-organisational trust. 
 
Introduction 
Interactions which have trust as their foundation enable Flow, action, creativity and innovation. 
Working on developing trust with frontline leaders ‘trickles up’ to trust for the CEO and the 
organisation. Trust allows people and organisations to work at their best, and leaders to influence 
organisational culture, team dynamics, staff morale, engagement and client loyalty.  Our research 
shows (The Resilience Institute/Springfox, 2018) that excess worry and hypervigilance negatively 
impacts resilience (enabling a fear-based culture to thrive) and hence, sustainable high performance. 
By deepening your awareness and self-knowledge in relation to trust, you can become more effective 
at building trusting relationships in your personal and professional life. 
 

 
“TRUST IS THE CURRENCY OF GOOD BUSINESSES … RESEARCH HAS FOUND THAT POSITIVE  

TEAMS THAT TRUST EACH OTHER ARE MORE PRODUCTIVE, CREATIVE,  
AND RESILIENT — WHICH HELPS IMPROVE THE ORGANIZATION’S OVERALL EFFECTIVENESS.” 

Harvard Business Review (Twaronite, 2016) 
 

 
Trust can be defined as: 

“The extent to which one is willing to ascribe good intentions to and have confidence in the words and 
actions of another, particularly positive expectations regarding another’s conduct in a context of 
personal or professional risk.” (Dietz & Hartog, 2006) 

There are 3 parts to the trust process: 

1. Trustworthiness of the trustee – as perceived by the trustor 
2. Decision/intention of trustor to act on the basis of this trustworthiness  
3. A risk-taking trust action entered into by the trustor with the expectation of a favourable 

outcome 
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The trustor’s belief of ‘trustworthiness’ and it’s conversion to ‘action’ is the key to trust within 
relationships, teams and organisations. We call this interaction Trust in Action. Activating Trust in 
Action requires high levels of the ‘Elements’ of trustworthiness (Connection, Steadiness, Compassion, 
Integrity and Purpose), with a reciprocal high trust environment facilitating an opportunity to act 
(Trust Action).  

The Trust in Action Elements of trust: 

Our Trust in Action 360 (TiA360) instrument measures how you and others perceive the Elements in 
relation to you in a professional context. Your report compares your perceptions with those of your 
raters – who may include managers, peers, direct reports and others (internal/external clients or 
those who do not fit into the other rater groups) and delivers the results of thirty-six competencies 
across the six TiA360 Elements:  

Connection 
The trustee acts in a manner that indicates genuine care and concern for the well-being and growth 
of stakeholders, both individual and organizational to build feelings of belonging and engagement. 
 
Steadiness 
The trustee consistently and reliably maintains competent, calm, effective and reliable interaction 
with people and the environment regardless of change. 
 
 

Trust Process © Springfox 2018 
adapted from Dietz, G., and Hartog, D., (2006) 
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Compassion 
The trustee interacts with others in a caring, respectful and professional manner consistent with the 
values and purpose of the team or organisation. 
 
Integrity 
The trustee adheres to a set of moral principles around honesty, credibility, ethical behaviour and 
fairness acceptable to the trustor. 
 
Purpose 
The trustee aligns personal and organisational values to creating a sense of purpose that invites and 
inspires others to safely participate. 
 
Trust Action 
The trustor engages in risk-taking actions with the expectation of a favourable outcome. 
 
 
 

Trust in Action 360 
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Organisation 
The key to creating an organisation with a strong trusting culture starts with the CEO and filters 
down through leaders and managers to employees. Ultimately, the culture needs to be supported by 
values, purpose, systems, processes and communications which will in turn drive higher 
performance and an ethical workplace.  
 
Over the past few decades research has shown the benefits of high trust within organisations and 
the impacts of low trust/toxic environments: 

High Trust - Benefits Low Trust - Impact 

• Higher collaboration 
• Lower levels of reportable stress  
• More effective problem solving 
• Higher employee engagement, job 

satisfaction and retention 
• Creative, safe outlets for innovation and 

creative solutions 
• Timely identifications and incorporation 

of new ideas, processes and procedures 
for effective business operation  

• Avoid politics and costly mistakes 
• Higher productivity 

• Personal survival becomes key priority 
rather than collaboration, creativity and 
innovation 

• Toxic culture impacts negatively on 
employee wellbeing, engagement and 
productivity 

• Staff members unlikely to do more than is 
required 

• Increased anxiety and stress amongst 
staff 

• Increased conflict 

 
 

Organisational drivers of trust 
Insights gained by teams/organisations participating in the Springfox Trust in Action 360 instrument 
will inform tangible strategies that can be employed to enable trust to be developed and sustained 
within an organisation: 
 
1. Organisational intentions/values 

- Clearly defined and agreed set of values, purpose and expectations 
- Leadership and employee engagement in organisational development and ethical decision 

making 
- Demonstrated action by leadership of strategic planning initiatives 
- Define a clear set of expectations incorporating an accurate and impartial performance 

management system with rewards 
- Key strategies, expectations and benchmarks visible and measured for all levels of the 

organisation. An accountable culture is supported by leaders and frontline managers. Clear 
processes around recognising success and holding individuals accountable 

- Measure and work on trust with KPIs and skill development as part of an ongoing review 
process 
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2. Investment in human capital  
- Human resource planning, recognising the need to incorporate so called ‘soft skills’, beyond 

technical and compliance coverage 
- Strategic planning around motivation, recruitment and team selection 
- Recognising and rewarding employee growth and development 
- Implementing career and professional development programs – communication skills, stress 

mastery, resilience, career and whole person development 
- Providing performance coaching and appraisal activities as a means of ongoing improvement 

through performance management systems 
- Establish a collegial partnership with employees (free of fear) 
- Work collaboratively – sharing decision making results in higher engagement 
- Initiatives to develop social connection amongst staff through activities such as team 

lunches, after work drinks and team building activities 
 
3. Communication 

- CEO and leadership team create a culture of 4-dimensional communication (up/down/across 
organisation and with external stakeholders)  

- Set up systems to support 4-dimensional communication and process learnings to build on 
organisational offerings. Use this flow of information to create opportunities for 
collaboration, innovation and knowledge sharing.  

- Culture of transparency and openness (provides information on motivations and decision 
making) 

- Develop strategic channels of communication to disseminate values, culture and processes 
reinforced by behaviours and a supportive environment 

- Integrated communications 
- Create opportunities for ‘listening’. Encourage two-way communication 
- Facilitate face to face communication, this is a fundamental building block in the initial 

development of trust and is the strongest and most effective means of knowledge transfer 
between colleagues 
 

Destroyers of trust 
- Lack of perceived fairness 
- Actions not matching words 
- Disregarding feelings and emotions of others 
- Lack of transparency/honesty 
- Blaming and shaming 
- Not taking responsibility 
- Incongruence – broken promises, values not aligned 
- Self-orientation/not caring for others 
- Bottom line mentality 
- Lack of interaction and connection to other parties 
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Team/Manager 
Trust within teams is influenced by a number of structural factors: 
 

1. Task interdependence (the degree to which members of the team rely on one another to 
complete tasks) 

2. Team virtuality (are team members working at the same location frequently, infrequently or 
remotely) 

3. Temporal stability (do team members have a history of working together and have 
expectations based on that history)  

4. Authority differentiation (how is decision-making distributed across the team) and  
5. Skill differentiation (are there members within the team who have specific skills or 

knowledge which make them unique and hard to substitute). 

If we look at a team through the lens of the above structural elements, there are implications for 
trust. For example, teams with low virtuality require more focus on communication; teams with low 
temporal stability usually exhibit more focus on the immediate task at hand with less need for trust; 
when authority differentiation is high (leaders make decisions completely independently) 
interdependence and vulnerability increases amongst team members. (De Jong, Dirks, & Gillespie, 
2016). 

Tips for managers for building team trust 

- Walk the talk. Support your organisations values, purpose and expectations. Be accountable 
and hold others accountable in a consistent and professional manner 

- Review the structural elements of your team and acknowledge areas for varied team / pair 
coupling and working opportunities 

- Acknowledge when team members demonstrate organisation values 
- Set clear and specific goals for the team, ensuring alignment to the organisation mission 

statement.  Give employees the autonomy to reach them, and provide consistent feedback  
- Acknowledge and reward excellence 
- Allow supported autonomy (raises self-esteem and promotes innovation/engagement) 
- Involve team members in discussion around decision-making and the tasks they will be 

involved with. If they choose and contribute to projects, they will care about them more and 
be more engaged 

- Encourage team members to define their ikigai and engage in challenging tasks which 
resonate. Create clear achievable goals with a timeline 

- Share information about goals, strategies and decision making (uncertainty erodes trust) 
 
 
Individual 
 
What is happening at the individual level?  Does this go unaddressed as it is a ‘one size fits all’ 
mentality?  From science, we know that high stress inhibits oxytocin production which negatively 
impacts trust, joy and engagement. Individuals who are engaged and feel connected to their work, 
colleagues and organisation maintain higher levels of oxytocin, resulting in higher levels of trust. 
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(Zak, 2017). Individuals can build their competencies by focusing on each element below and 
developing an action plan to allow conscious daily/weekly opportunities to enact:  
 

Steadiness   

Consistency, reliability. If you score low here work on self-awareness, in particular impulse control 

 

Compassion   

Start with empathy. Build emotional awareness (self and others). Are you really listening to and 
observing others? Seek to understand the perspectives of others. 

 

Integrity   

Keep promises. Demonstrate ethical behaviour. Be transparent about your decision making. Be 
respectful and maintain confidentiality. 

 

Connection   

Do you care about the relationships that individuals have with you and/or your organisation? Can 
you take actions to build more meaningful connections? 

 

Purpose   

Are your values aligned with the organisational purpose? If there is a disconnect, then ask why? 

 

Trust Action   

Can you create opportunities for others to act, based on their trust for you? Schedule one on one 
time to listen to others and seek feedback. Create an environment free of fear for these interactions. 
Really listen to others/understand their points of view and nurture collaboration and innovation. Be 
vulnerable – ask for help and collaboration when you need to. 

 
 
Conclusion 
Supporting a culture of trust is crucial for individuals, teams and organisations to function efficiently 
and indeed, thrive. Investment and skill development within the six Trust in Action 360 Elements, 
combined with an understanding of the trust process and the importance of the structural 
interactions within teams provides a starting point and a framework for cultivating high trust within 
your team and organisation. 
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