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You may be deceived if you trust too much, but you will live in torment if you don’t trust 
enough. 

– Frank Crane 

  

A strong, cohesive team is high performing and will achieve anything. 

Have you ever lead people in a team who didn’t trust one another? If you have, then you’ll 
know how challenging and draining this can be. 

A team without trust isn’t really a team! It’s just a group of individuals, working together, often 
making disappointing progress. They may not share information, they might battle over rights 
and responsibilities, and they may not cooperate with one another. It doesn’t matter how 
capable or talented these people are, they will never reach their full potential if trust isn’t 
present. 

However, when trust is in place, each individual in the team becomes stronger, because 
he/she is part of an effective, cohesive group. When people trust one another, the group can 
achieve truly meaningful goals. 

So how can you, as a leader, help your team build the trust that it needs to flourish? Let’s look 
at trust within teams, why it’s important, and what you can do to build it. 

  

The Importance of Trust  
One definition describes trust as a “reliance on the character, ability, strength, or truth of 
someone or something.” 

Think about that definition for a moment. Trust means that you rely on someone else to do the 
right thing. You believe in the person’s integrity and strength, to the extent that you’re able to 
put yourself on the line, at some risk to yourself. 

Trust is essential to an effective team, because it provides a sense of safety. When your team 
members feel safe with each other, they feel comfortable to open up, take appropriate risks, 
and expose vulnerabilities. 

Without trust there’s less innovation, collaboration, creative thinking, and productivity, and 
people spend their time protecting themselves and their interests. This is time that should be 
spent helping the team attain its goals. 

Trust is also essential for knowledge sharing. A study published in the “Journal of Knowledge 
Management” found that trust was a key element in a team’s knowledge acquisition. Put 
simply, if your team members trust one another, they’re far more likely to share knowledge, 
and communicate openly. 

  

Strategies for Building Trust 
As a leader, what can you do to create a culture of trust within your team? 

Lead by Example 

If you want to build trust within your team, then lead by example, and show your people that 
you trust others. This means trusting your team, your colleagues, and your boss. Never forget 
that your team members are always watching and taking cues from you. Take the opportunity 
to show them what trust in others really looks like. 
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Communicate Openly 

Open communication is essential for building trust. You need to get everyone on your team 
talking to one another in an honest, meaningful way, and you can use several strategies to 
accomplish this. 

First, create a team DNA to define the purpose of the team, as well as each person’s role. 
Present this team DNA at the first team meeting, and encourage each team member to ask 
questions, and discuss his/her expectations. NOTE: This team DNA becomes the common 
language we all use within the team to communicate and understand each other. It creates a 
level playing field where all team members shared the same intrepretations of words and 
meanings. 

Next, consider organising team building exercises. When chosen carefully and planned well, 
these exercises can help “break the ice” and encourage people to open up and start 
communicating. Make these exercises “real play”… in other words, use everyday real 
occurences as the content and basis for these team building exercises, rather than artificial 
simulations. 

Meet regularly, so that all team members have a chance to talk about their progress, and 
discuss any problems that they’re experiencing. This time spent face-to-face is an important 
part of getting to know each other. It also creates opportunities for team members to talk, and 
to help one another solve problems. 

Make sure that you “walk the talk”: whenever you have important or relevant information to 
share, do so immediately. Demonstrate that open communication is important to you by 
consistently sharing with the group. The more you share with your team members, and thereby 
prove that you have no hidden agenda, the more comfortable they’ll feel trusting you and each 
other. NOTE: be aware that “transparency” does not mean that you have to share absolutely 
everything. “Transparency” means that when there is something you cannot share, you say so: 
“this particular topic exists but I cannot share it with you due to this specific reason…” 

  

Know Each Other Personally 

One way to build trust is to encourage your team members to see their colleagues as people. 
Think about creating situations that help them share personal stories, and create bonds with 
each other. 

Do this by asking sensitively about their family, or about their hobbies. Start by sharing some 
personal information about yourself, and then ask someone else to share something about 
themselves… a hobby, or a musical interest. Another way to get the team acquainted, and to 
form stronger bonds, is to find moments to socialize or at lunch. 

You could also set aside time each week for informal group discussions. Consider asking team 
members to put forward suggestions on topics you could all cover. To start with, you could 
start a discussion around values. Share some of your own values, and encourage others to 
share theirs. Values are important to most people, and starting a conversation that allows 
people to share their values highlights your team’s humanity. 

  

Don’t Place Blame 

When people work together, honest mistakes and disappointments happen, and it’s easy to 
blame someone. However, when everyone starts pointing fingers, a difficult and awkward 
atmosphere quickly develops. This lowers morale, undermines trust, and is ultimately 
unproductive. 

Instead, encourage everyone in your group to think about the mistake in a constructive way. 
Think about it as a learning opportunity for the team. What can you all do to fix what 
happened, and move forward together? And how can you work together to ensure that this 
mistake doesn’t happen again? 
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Discourage Cliques 

Sometimes, cliques can form within a team, often between team members who share common 
interests or work tasks. However, these groups can – even inadvertently – make others feel 
isolated. They can also undermine trust between group members. 

Start an open discussion about this with your team members, and see what they think about 
cliques and their effect on other group members. Only by addressing the issue openly can you 
discourage this damaging behavior. 

  

Discuss Trust Issues 

If you manage an established team that has trust issues, it’s essential to find out how these 
problems originate, so that you can come up with strategies for overcoming them. 

Consider giving team members a questionnaire to fill out anonymously. Ask them about the 
level of trust within the team, as well as why they think there’s a lack of trust. Once you’ve read 
the results, get everyone together to talk about these issues NOTE: make absolutely sure that 
you respect the anonymity of the survey! 

  

Building Trust Virtually 

If you lead a virtual team, then you might be working with a group of people who seldom meet 
face to face, or who have never spoken to one another personally. So, how can you build trust 
between people who are hundreds – if not thousands – of kilometres apart? 

You can apply some of the advice above when you’re working with a virtual team. Schedule a 
virtual “meet and greet” if it’s a new team, to help everyone get to know one another as 
individuals. Or, create a web page for your team, and ask everyone to write a paragraph or two 
about their personal history and interests. 

A team DNA is still important for defining a clear way of communicationg and intrepreting each 
others’ expectations. Make sure that the team DNA addresses roles, as well as processes for 
submitting work digitally. Make sure that the team DNA is as comprehensive as possible, so 
that people don’t feel uncertain or fearful about the work they’re doing. 

Next, make sure that everyone on the team is aware of other team members’ expertise and 
skills, as well as the value that each individual contributes to the group. 

Encourage your team members to treat each other just as they would if they were working face 
to face. This means that team members should make every effort to be on time for conference 
calls or web meetings, and that they should let the rest of the team know when they’ll be 
absent, or on vacation. 

It’s particularly important to follow through on the promises you make, and to set an example 
for everyone else. Keeping your promises is incredibly important in a virtual team, because 
your word is often all you can give. Positive follow-through builds trust quickly, and can raise 
the entire group’s tone and expectations. 

  

And finally… 

Trust is an essential element in team productivity. Without it, you’re unlikely to get anything 
meaningful done. With trust, teams can accomplish everything they set out to do… and more. 

As a leader, it’s important that you set an example. Show your team members how critical trust 
is to you by demonstrating your trust in them, as well as in your colleagues. 
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Make an effort to help everyone get to know each other on a personal level. Encourage 
conversations on values, family, or hobbies. Discourage cliques, if you feel that they’re 
damaging to the team’s trust and morale. 

 
About Luis Costa 
	

Luis Soares Costa is a Portuguese American who lived and worked 
in the USA, Canada and in London before moving to Barcelona. 
After spending 25 years in the USA (a product of American 
Universities and a Partner at a strategic consulting firm in the 80s), 
Luis became a trusted advisor to CEOs, C-Level Executives, 
Business Owners, top talent and Top Management Teams in a 
number of the major global companies (including a significant 
number of Fortune 500), innovative companies operating in new 
ecosystems and dynamic family owned businesses. He is a coach 
and advisor to senior partners in Professional Services Firms and 
Law Firms.  

Luis also brings innovation and recognised expertise as 

• a designer and facilitator of corporate and team events, 

• a high performance team builder,  

• a transformation tpecialist, and 

• a senior leadership and top talent trainer and developer,  

Over the past 39 years, Luis developed extensive expertise in a number of areas and is invited 
to speak regularly at conferences, senior management and leadership offsites and other 
corporate events. He is also invited as subject matter expert to provide thought leadership to 
various types of events and think tanks.  

He works interchangeably in English, Spanish, Portuguese and French and spends most of his 
time collaborating with clients throughout Europe, North and South America and Asia Pacific.  
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HOW TO REACH US 
 
Please connect with us through 
coach@LuisSoaresCosta.com 
 
You can visit us at: 
LinkedIn: Luis Costa – coach · facilitator · speaker 
Website: www.luissoarescosta.com 


