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Your organization’s culture permeates the workplace. 
People’s behavior depends on the culture around 
them. So if you want your workers to act differently, 
you may need to change the organizational culture.

Culture is fierce and resistant to change, so it takes time to 
shape it into the kind of environment you want. The best 
way to do it is for leaders to model the values they want 
others to follow:
If the top leaders lie, even in something as small as telling 
the receptionist, “I don’t want to talk to him. Tell him I’m 
not here,” everyone knows it’s okay to lie. 
If leaders fudge the numbers, people see that it’s fine 
to cheat. 
When leaders threaten people to meet deadlines, 
sacrifice long-term success for short-term gains, and claim 
credit for others’ accomplishments, trust erodes.
We all want to trust our leaders and our teammates. Creating 
a culture of trust is one of the most important roles of a 

“If leaders lie, others know 
lying is OK.”

Shape a Culture of Trust: 
The Foundation of a 

Successful Workplace
Begin with these cornerstones to build a culture of trust.

By Walt Grassl

leader. Here are six things leaders do to create a culture 
of trust:
1. Do the difficult right over the easy wrong. Trusted 
leaders have a keen sense of right and wrong. When 
circumstances arise that threaten to change their moral 
compass, they stand their ground and hold firm to their 
morals. They resist the urge to do the wrong thing to avoid 
uncomfortable situations.
2. Keep your word. Trusted leaders keep commitments. 
They do what they say they’ll do, and don’t make promises 
they can’t keep. Leaders dedicated to constructing a culture 
of trust are painstaking about meeting deadlines. They 
realize that if they don’t keep their word, there’s no way 
they can hold others accountable. “Do as I say, not as I do” 
doesn’t breed trust.
3. Explain the politics of the workplace. Politics exist 
everywhere, including the workplace. Trusted leaders are 
aware of the politics and make sure their team members 
are aware of them as well. 
There’s often tension between the needs of the organization 
and the needs of the team. Trusted leaders seek balanced 
solutions.
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When decisions flow down from higher authorities, the 
situation doesn’t always make sense to the team. Trusted 
leaders explain the politics and the big picture. When it’s 
important, they take the team’s concerns to decision-makers 
and advocate for them.
4. Focus the credit on deserving team members. 
Trusted leaders don’t hog the spotlight. They publicly 
recognize their team members. But they don’t use the peanut 
butter approach and credit everyone equally. Instead, they 
shine a light on those who deserve it. Doing so strengthens 
the team and the leader’s prestige.
5. Accept the blame when the team fails. Trusted leaders 
don’t create scapegoats. They live by the old maxim, “The 
buck stops here.” When things don’t go well, they step up 
and accept the blame. 
If a team member’s behavior contributes to a lack of 
success, the trusted leader will correct that person privately, 
investigate to find the root cause of the problem, address 
opportunities to improve, provide training if needed, and 
introduce process improvements. 
6. Don’t expect blind obedience. Trusted leaders realize 
that trust is a two-way street. They empower their team 
members. They want employees to be comfortable speaking 
up when they don’t understand something. They insist 
that people speak up when they see a potential problem. 
Should someone make an error in judgment, it becomes a 
teaching moment, not an inquisition. This is the highest 
form of trust.  
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