
Twenty-twenty was a year of world-shifting events
caused by a once-in-a-lifetime pandemic. It tested 
everything we know and upended our paradigms about 
business and leadership. In our work with leaders, we 
have coached them about leading in complexity and 
having an adaptive mindset and approach. Enter 2020, 
which made a topic that can sound slightly conceptual 
very, very real. Suddenly, leaders everywhere were 
struggling with how to keep their business running and 
how to engage with a frightened, exhausted workforce. 
The map of how to do things was obsolete within a 
week. With assumptions and expectations thrown into 
chaos, people turned to those they trusted. Jacinda 
Ardern, the Prime Minister for New Zealand, emerged 
as a role model for earning and extending trust. Her 
“net trust score” is higher than any leader in that part 
of the world. Some have described her as the most 
influential national leader on the planet. Whether this 
is strictly true could be debated, but there is no doubt 
about the distinctive way she has led, the results she’s 
delivered, and how the people of New Zealand trust her. 
According to former Prime Minister Helen Clark, people 
feel that Ardern “doesn’t preach at them; she’s standing 
with them.” Ardern’s ability to build trust and interact 
with empathy is what has made her stand out as a 
highly effective leader during this time of unprecedented 
upheaval. 
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Leading with Trust
Scaling Impact by Earning and Extending Trust

The capacity for trust – both to 
trust others and to inspire trust 

– is a fundamental character
trait every leader with great

responsibility must have

Prudy Gourguechon

Essential to successful human relationships, leadership 
effectiveness, and organizational performance, trust can 
be challenging to define. It’s not a surprise that leaders 
often take for granted that it will occur spontaneously, 
without intention or disciplined practice. Under pressure, 
many leaders focus exclusively on results, believing that 
“winning” will solve all problems. They assume that 
their reliability and competence will be enough for their 
team to trust them and bring their discretionary effort to 
solving problems. 

In reality, effective leaders 
consciously balance their 
attention and efforts on both 
people and results, which  
makes them demonstrably  
more effective. 

They intentionally earn and extend trust to others, 
creating a competitive advantage that increases over 
time and makes it difficult for competitors to catch up. 
While trust may be hard to narrow down to a single, 
shared definition, its presence or absence drives behavior. 
According to research, stock market returns are 2-3 
times greater than the market average in high-trust 
environments, and turnover rates are 50% lower than 
at competing companies. Leaders and organizations 

who are not intentional about building trust will not be 
able to hold on to high-performing talent. Who would 

choose to work in a high-stress, low-trust work 
situation over one that may be equally stressful 
but is high-trust and supportive?

not by having the right map, but  
by having a strong inner compass -  
one that can withstand the criticism that 
leadership attracts and has a tolerance for 
the vulnerability inherent in the position.

Trust is earned,
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We instinctively know that a leader needs to be trustworthy to inspire followers. 
What we have paid less attention to, historically, is the willingness of leaders 
to extend trust to others. One of the stumbling blocks we commonly see is this 
reluctance to trust, which presents as an inability to delegate, as a tendency to micromanage, or as being 
overly critical of team members’ abilities. Inevitably, when we explore what’s driving this behavior (which 
many agree is counterproductive even as they’re engaging in it), they eventually confide that it feels risky, 
uncertain, and uncomfortable to trust. The unwillingness to experience and manage the discomfort that 
accompanies vulnerability gets in their way. Leaders who avoid giving trust have difficulty building the 
kind of team that allows them to scale. They are held back by the need to control, and they remain too 
involved with day-to-day work details rather than taking a more strategic, outcome-focused stance.

Nahla, a very talented individual, was recently promoted to lead a team critical to an 
organization’s success. The new position had a greater scope and more direct reports than 
she’d previously experienced, and the unique context made her low tolerance for vulnerability 
(and trusting others) a liability. Her attention centered on her performance and managing the 
perceptions of her boss and colleagues. She experienced even minor mistakes or feedback 
from her team as threats to her reputation. Nahla’s boss asked us to work with her after the 
engagement scores on her team plummeted for the third month in a row. Her need to be 
involved in every decision and detail communicated her lack of trust to her group. Both morale 
and results suffered.

Increasing Nahla’s ability to trust her team began with shifting her attention away from her 
fears and her limiting assumptions and toward the core values with which she wanted to guide 
her leadership. Her self-awareness about how her actions impacted those around her grew. She 
learned that how she dealt with mistakes or near misses had a profound impact on trust within 
the team. Over the next few months, Nahla made a sincere commitment to relationship-building 
with each stakeholder and to practicing transparent, open, and honest communication. As her 
trust in herself and the team grew, so did the engagement scores. 

Case Study

What is evident with both Jacinda Ardern and Nahla’s stories – as with the stories of many of our 
clients – is that trust is relational and is built individual by individual. The benefit of trust is that it 
introduces grace into the system, which manifests as the belief that everyone has each other’s best 
interest at heart, that they sincerely care about each other. And in that trusting, each team member 
extends generous assumptions and gives others the benefit of the doubt, even when things go wrong. 

Trust is fundamental to our sense of safety, autonomy, and 
dignity as human beings. It is also an integral part of every 

relationship we have. Work relationships built on trust 
allow us to get better, faster results with less stress.

- Charles Feltman

In business, 
trust is 

everything.
- Bill George, 

former chairman 

and CEO of Medtronic
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Competence (Ability)

Leaders demonstrate the knowledge, skill, and experience 
to achieve desired results in their area of responsibility. 
They are decisive in uncertainty, lead by example, and 
achieve results through others. While competence is vital to 
trust, it is overvalued in place of the more fundamental 
aspects of building trust, such as benevolence and integrity.

Integrity (Authenticity)

Leaders’ words and actions are congruent. Authentic 
leaders know that character matters, and they are 
clear about and live by a core set of values. They share 
information transparently, are fair, and are willing to do 
what is right even when it’s complicated or difficult. 
They are open, honest, and forthright. They manage 
expectations by setting clear boundaries. They 
challenge others constructively.

Benevolence (Relating)

Leaders have others’ best interests at heart and express 
goodwill and kindness towards others. They make time to 
build strong relationships and seek others’ perspectives. 
They show empathy, make generous assumptions, and 
are personable and approachable. They listen well, 
actively seek feedback, and admit mistakes. 

Leaders who can build high levels of trust with individuals,  
with teams, and across the organization consistently 
demonstrate these mindsets and behaviors:

• They genuinely care about people and cultivate open, honest relationships. 
• They ask people for help.
• They act with courage, authenticity, and integrity. Words and actions are congruent, guided by core values. 
• They demonstrate expertise and are highly competent in their area of responsibility.
• They are consistent.

The research supports our observation that the following are the building blocks  
of trust, accelerated by consistency and predictability.
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Leaders are under more pressure than ever, doing 
their best to navigate uncertain conditions and, in 
some cases, crisis after crisis. It’s a brave move, and 
it can feel counterintuitive to intentionally slow down 
enough to focus on connection, listen deeply, challenge 
constructively, and delegate work. Trust is the currency 
of leadership, and a leader is either investing wisely 
or making unconscious withdrawals. Jacinda Ardern 
serves as a powerful example. Her ability to earn trust 
as well as extend it is key to her success. She leads 
with empathy and authenticity. She communicates 
transparently, sharing what she knows and what she 
doesn’t. She takes decisive action and inspires her 
people to believe that “we can do this.” The opportunity 
is to be a wildly effective leader who unleashes the 
discretionary effort and creativity of people and 
teams, ensuring increasing returns organizationally, 
professionally, and personally. To lead through others 
as effectively as you lead others.

Trust and  
Psychological Safety

Many leaders and organizations are considering 
how to create more psychological safety because 
of research confirming that the highest performing 
teams have this one thing – psychological 
safety – in common. As said earlier, when trust 
is present, everyone gives each other the benefit 
of the doubt and extends generous assumptions, 
particularly during challenges. The defining 
characteristic of psychological safety is the belief 
that the group will give each member the benefit 
of the doubt, particularly when mistakes happen. 
If a leader wants to create psychological safety 
within their group, it’s not only about what they 
do individually: they must be equally invested 
in encouraging trust between members of their 
team. Trust has a significant, positive impact on 
psychological safety, and without it, psychological 
safety is impossible.

To me, leadership is not about 
necessarily being the loudest 
in the room, but instead being 

the bridge, or the thing that is 
missing in the discussion  

and trying to build a 
consensus from there. 

Jacinda Arden
 

Prime Minister of New Zealand  
and the world’s youngest head of government  

when she took office at 37 years old
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pLink Leadership has one big goal: to accelerate positive change by fusing the sciences of human nature with the 
discipline of leadership to transform the world of work. We call this “the positivity link,” and it is the origin story of our 
name - and our daily practice.

Positive leadership is not rainbows and unicorns. It takes courageous curiosity, a high tolerance for vulnerability,  
self-awareness, perspective, and perseverance. We exist to inspire our clients to become deliberately-developing 
positive leaders, and to walk that path alongside them, providing a steady source of creative tension between what is 
and what can be.

We believe positive leaders are a multiplier effect - positive leadership is good business.

pLinkLeadership.com
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