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	Praise for Before It Breaks

	“The most important thing I know about lasting change—in a life, a team, or an organization—is that character under pressure isn’t accidental. It’s built. That’s why Before It Breaks matters. The Coffee Bean is about choosing what you become when the water gets hot. Gearl Loden shows leaders how to build the trust infrastructure that lets a team hold its shape under heat. The Loden Trust Framework™ turns trust into seven behavioral disciplines—so your leadership doesn’t fracture when it’s tested. If you lead people, this book belongs on your desk.”

	— Damon West, bestselling co-author of The Coffee Bean

	 

	“‘All in’ is just talk if your team doesn’t trust your leadership. Before It Breaks lays out seven disciplines that build real trust before pressure hits. Read it. Apply it. Then let the pressure reveal the foundation you built.”

	— Walter Bond, Mr. Breakthrough, Business Advisor

	 

	“HUMANeX has long emphasized that what leaders do drives culture and performance. Our research across over 20,000 teams—from school boards and cabinets to Olympic teams and West Point—highlights trust as the #1 variable in predicting great teams. Before It Breaks turns trust from a vague virtue into a practical leadership operating system—seven behavioral pillars with diagnostics and repair protocols leaders can run under pressure. Trust is the equivalent of oxygen for excellence.”

	— Brad Black, President and CEO, HUMANeX Ventures

	 

	“Lead for God’s Sake! reminds us that leadership begins on the inside. Before It Breaks shows what must come next. Conviction alone does not sustain trust—structure does. These seven pillars translate purpose into disciplined, visible behavior so when pressure mounts, leaders don’t drift and teams don’t fracture. This is leadership built to hold.”

	— Todd Gongwer, Author of Lead for God’s Sake!

	 

	“I work with coaches and leaders around the world, and the challenge is always the same: trust is essential, but rarely engineered. Before It Breaks turns trust into a buildable system. The seven pillars are the bedrock of human-centered coaching conversations and leadership decisions. The Loden Framework is a valuable tool for any leader and management team that desires to master leadership.”

	— Rashid Siddiqui, Co-Founder, International Coaching Institute
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	INTRODUCTION

	Why Leaders Often Get Trust Wrong—And What to Do About It

	Trust is not a leadership quality. It is infrastructure. Not metaphorically, operationally. When it holds, execution moves without friction, information travels without fear, and your best people stay and do the hardest work. When it breaks, everything that runs on top of it breaks with it: performance, communication, retention, and the speed of every decision that follows. Trust breaks faster than it builds. A single broken commitment can erase months of consistency. Most leaders know this from experience. Few manage it as a system.

	Leaders are told to "build trust" the way they're told to "be strategic" or "create culture," as if repetition alone will make the concept actionable.

	It doesn't.

	Most leadership advice on trust falls into one of two traps. The first is inspirational: be authentic, be vulnerable, be present. These qualities matter, but they're insufficient. You can be all three and still run a low-trust organization. The second is transactional: deliver results, meet deadlines, hit targets. These are necessary, but inadequate. High-performing teams can still operate in fear.

	What's missing is architecture.

	Trust isn't a personality trait. It isn't a feeling. It isn't the residue of good intentions or the reward for consistent performance. Trust is infrastructure, the operating system that determines whether information flows clearly, whether problems surface early, whether execution moves without friction, and whether your best people remain.

	This book is about the difference between running that system deliberately and running it by default.

	I’ve spent more than two decades leading teams and coaching leaders across education, business, and executive leadership. In every sector, the patterns are consistent. The mechanics of trust don’t shift when you move from a school district cabinet to a corporate boardroom to a founding team under pressure. The language changes. The stakes present differently. But the infrastructure that holds or breaks follows the same architecture, and the leaders who maintain it do so deliberately.

	But before I explain the framework, I need to tell you how I learned it, from a season that cost me something.

	———

	The Season That Changed How I Lead

	Part One: I Moved Too Fast

	At the time, I was doing what leaders are rewarded for: seeing what others didn't yet see, making tough calls, and moving the organization toward something better.

	The environment was demanding. Expectations were high. The work didn't pause because people were tired or because the calendar was full. There was always one more issue, one more stakeholder, one more decision that needed to be made and I was the one willing to own it.

	And in that kind of pressure, speed feels like competence.

	I had a decision in front of me that, from my seat, felt obvious. We had real constraints of time, budget, staffing, performance, and public expectations. We had a narrow window to act. I believed delay would cost more than action.

	So, I accelerated a change.

	Not with malice. Not with disregard. With conviction. I told myself I was protecting the organization from drift. I told myself the plan would be clearer once people saw the results. I told myself that if I explained the rationale well enough, alignment would follow.

	Here's the part leaders seldom admit out loud: when you're capable and experienced, your confidence can become a kind of tunnel vision. You're not trying to control people. You're trying to protect momentum.

	Momentum without trust is just force wearing a suit.

	I implemented the change swiftly. And on paper, the decision was defensible.

	But people weren't reading the paper. They were reading me.

	They were reading the speed of the decision against how little input they had. They were reading the gap between what I said mattered, collaboration, transparency, and shared ownership, and what they experienced: a decision that arrived faster than the conversation did. 

	The resistance didn't come as pushback. It came as silence. Slower execution. Questions that sounded like compliance but carried doubt underneath. People didn't challenge the decision. They just stopped investing in it the way they had invested in decisions they helped shape.

	That's the part no one warns you about. When trust starts leaking, it doesn't announce itself. It shows up as friction you can't  name, work that should move but doesn't, conversations that should be honest but aren't, and alignment that sounds right but doesn't hold.

	When trust is leaking, you must keep carrying the decision yourself. You're not just leading the work; you're managing the emotional reaction to the work, over and over again. It also changes you. It makes you less patient, less curious, and more convinced you need to push. You stop asking, "What am I missing?" and start asking, "Why won't they just execute?"

	That shift can happen quietly in a leader's mind, long before it becomes visible.

	By the time I realized what was happening, trust debt was already accumulating. Not because the decision was wrong, but because the trust architecture wasn't strong enough to survive the velocity.

	Trust debt: the invisible accumulation of unaddressed decisions and signals that compound quietly until the system fails.

	Looking back, I can name exactly what broke.

	Clarity leaked first. People didn't fully understand what was changing, why it mattered, what would not change, and what success would look like. In uncertainty, the human mind fills blanks with fear. People don't need every detail. They need enough clarity to stop guessing.

	Consistency leaked next. The standards around decision-making weren't predictable. People couldn't tell what inputs mattered, how trade-offs were being made, or whether exceptions were becoming policy. Without consistency, leaders become hard to read; and people don’t trust what they can’t read.

	Care became invisible. Not because I didn't care, but because care wasn't structurally present in the process. Some experienced the speed as disregard. They didn't feel protected by the change. Leaders can care deeply and still create environments where people don't feel cared about.

	Intent doesn’t travel on its own.

Infrastructure is its superhighway.



	I didn't know yet that I was watching trust break before it "broke." The fracture was happening privately, long before it became public.

	Which is why the second moment matters.

	———

	Part Two: When Trust Debt Went Public

	The governance meeting wasn't when trust broke. It was simply the moment trust debt became visible.

	High-stakes settings compress what has been accumulating in private and put it under a spotlight. The room wasn't hostile; it was cautious. And caution in a governance setting is one of the clearest trust signals a leader can receive. It means people are managing risk instead of engaging with possibility.

	The questions weren't adversarial. They were careful. Careful questions from people who should have felt confident enough to be direct. That gap, between the directness I expected and the caution I experienced, told me more than the words themselves.

	Something was off, and it wasn't the room. It was the residue of how I had been leading in the months before.

	At that moment, I had a choice. I could explain. I could present the data, walk through the rationale, defend the process, and attempt to win the room through logic.

	Or I could do something harder.

	I could name what was true.

	Leaders don't just manage outcomes. We manage confidence. And confidence isn't maintained with logic alone. It's maintained with predictability, transparency, and the visible discipline of how decisions get made.

	So I stopped trying to win the room. I stopped trying to convince them I was right.

	I acknowledged that my process had created distance. I owned the gap between what I believed I was doing and what it looked like from the outside. I clarified what I should have clarified earlier: what was known, what wasn't, what constraints were real, what options were on the table, and where governance input genuinely mattered.

	Then I did something leaders often avoid because it feels like surrender. I set a standard for the future, out loud. Not a vague promise. A discipline. I explained how, moving forward, decisions like this would be surfaced earlier. I explained the communication cadence I would hold, how and when information would be shared, and how we would ensure the room never had to ask again, "Why didn't we hear sooner?"

	I stopped trying to repair trust with reassurance and started rebuilding it with repeatable behavior.

	That meeting didn't "teach me to communicate better." That's too small.

	It forced a deeper shift. From relying on personal credibility to building institutional credibility. From assuming trust to maintaining it. From leading through force of personality to leading through force of architecture.

	———

	What That Season Built

	That season changed how I think about leadership. I used to believe trust was primarily relational, built through goodwill, authenticity, and strong intentions. Now I see trust as operational. Not emotional. Not sentimental. Operational. Trust is what allows leaders to move fast without leaving people behind. It's what allows teams to stay aligned under pressure. It's what prevents a single decision from becoming a referendum on your character.

	The reason many leaders struggle with trust isn't that they're untrustworthy. It's because they don't run trust as a discipline.

	Before I act on any high-stakes decision, I slow down long enough to name the real risk. I think about what people will hear as I decide what to say. I identify who needs to understand the decision before it's announced, not after. I build clarity into the process early, because the gap between what I know and what others know is where trust leaks fastest. I use consistency in messaging as a way to develop clarity. I make care visible through structures we put in place to support the people I lead. 

	The failures I described above didn’t just change how I lead. They gave me what I couldn’t find on any shelf: a reason to build what you’re about to read.

	———

	What This Book Is—And What It Isn't

	This is not a motivational book about becoming a better person so people will trust you more.

	This is a book about building systems that produce trust, regardless of your personality, your industry, or the pressure you are under.

	The Loden Trust Framework™ is built on seven pillars: Character, Consistency, Communication, Competence, Care, Clarity, and Courage. Each pillar represents a behavioral discipline, a set of decisions leaders make or fail to make, that determines whether trust strengthens or erodes over time.

	These pillars are not values to which one aspires. They are load-bearing structures. Remove one, and the system weakens. Neglect several, and the system collapses, often in the exact moment you need it most.

	The book is organized into four parts.

	Part One: Foundation explains how trust functions as an operating system and how it breaks before most leaders notice. It includes a Trust Audit™ to help you diagnose where your trust system is strong and where it's already fracturing.

	Part Two: The Seven Pillars walks through each pillar in depth, the behaviors that build it, the patterns that break it, the leadership decisions that test it, and real coaching moments that show what each pillar looks like under pressure.

	Part Three: Running the System introduces the operational tools, the Leadership Ledger™ for tracking how decisions land over time, the Trust Signal Dashboard™ for reading drift early and the 72-Hour Repair Protocol™ for fast, targeted trust repair when fractures occur.

	Part Four: When Trust Breaks addresses the hardest questions: why some trust failures actually increase credibility, what leaders leave behind when they're no longer in the room, and how to rebuild trust from the ground up in 90 days.

	Every chapter is designed to be studied, not just read. The appendices include conversation scripts, advanced diagnostics, a quarterly scorecard, and a facilitation guide you can use with your leadership team.

	What Makes This Framework Different

	Most trust frameworks describe trustworthy leadership. This one diagnoses it. They identify qualities, behaviors, and relational disciplines that strengthen credibility over time. That work matters. What this framework is built to do is different. The Loden Trust Framework™ is not primarily a portrait of trustworthy leadership. It is a diagnostic operating system designed to help leaders determine which pillar is under strain, what signals appear first, and how to repair trust before drift becomes fracture. You do not need another list of admirable qualities. You need a system that works under pressure. This is that system.

	A Note Before We Begin

	I wrote this book for the CEO, senior leader, superintendent, founder, or executive whose decisions shape what others experience as their day, who senses that something isn’t landing the way they intend. It is for those who work harder than most people around them and still feel the weight of uncertainty in the system.

	I wrote it because I was that leader. And because the shift from leading on instinct to leading on infrastructure changed everything, not just for the organizations I served but for the kind of leader I became.

	"Trust rarely breaks all at once. It weakens first where leaders stop tending to it."

	This book is about attending to trust. Deliberately. Systematically. Starting now.

	———

	Start with Part One. Move deliberately. Apply what you learn.

	How to Use This Book

	This book was designed to be more than a read. It was designed to be a system you run.

	A note about the coaching stories throughout this book: every vignette is drawn from real leadership and coaching engagements across education leadership, executive teams, and organizational change work. Names, roles, industries, and identifying details have been changed or combined to protect confidentiality. The patterns are real. The leadership dynamics are real. This note applies to every story in the book. You will not see it again.

	Move through it sequentially, from Part One through Part Four, building the Loden Trust Framework™ layer by layer. Or go directly to the section most relevant to your situation right now, the pillar that’s leaking, the relationship that’s strained, the recovery that needs a map. Either path works.

	At the end of most chapters, you’ll find a System Check, a set of questions designed to connect the chapter to your current leadership reality. They are not rhetorical. Engage them as a mirror before you use them as a map. The leaders who get the most from this book are the ones who stop at those questions, sit with the discomfort, and answer honestly before moving on.

	The appendices are working tools: conversation scripts, diagnostics, repair playbooks, and the Trust Scorecard™. Return to them often. Leaders may find they use the appendices as much or more than the chapters.

	A companion workbook is also available for those who want to go deeper. It provides structured space to work through each pillar, complete the diagnostics, and apply the framework to your current leadership reality.

	Read with a pen in hand. Write in the margins. Then go lead differently.

	The architecture is in your hands. Lead deliberately.

	— Gearl Loden

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	PART ONE—THE FOUNDATION

	 




CHAPTER 1: TRUST AS AN OPERATING SYSTEM

	“Every leader runs a trust system. The only question is whether they run it deliberately or by default.” — Gearl Loden

	The Introduction showed what happens when that system runs by default. This chapter explains how the system works, so you can run it deliberately.

	Leaders often think about trust the wrong way.

	They treat it as a relationship variable, something built through authenticity, rapport, or shared experience. They believe trust grows when people like each other, when communication is open, and when teams bond over shared challenges.

	None of that is wrong, but it’s incomplete.

	Because trust is not primarily a relationship outcome.

	Trust Is Infrastructure

	It’s the operating system that determines whether information flows honestly or gets filtered on the way up. It governs whether people raise problems early or hold them until they become crises. It shapes whether execution moves quickly or stalls in endless clarification loops; whether feedback lands as honest or performative; and whether standards hold under pressure or quietly erode when no one is watching.

	Like any operating system, trust governs normal operations: it sets the rules and determines what's possible. And like any infrastructure, it can be run well or run poorly, but it can’t be avoided.

	Trust Is Not Optional

	Every leader runs a trust system.

	The only question is whether they run it deliberately or by default.

	Leaders who run trust by default react to trust problems after they surface. They can’t name which behaviors build trust and which erode it. They confuse trust with popularity or likability, and they treat trust as something that “just happens” when culture is good. When trust breaks, they’re blindsided, not because the signals weren’t there, but because they never learned to read them.

	Leaders who run trust deliberately track trust signals before problems surface. They know which specific behaviors strengthen which pillars. They diagnose fractures early and repair them quickly. They separate trust from affection because you can trust someone you don’t particularly like, and you can like someone you’d never trust with a consequential decision. Most importantly, they treat trust as a system they’re responsible for maintaining, not an outcome they hope to attain.

	What an Operating System Does

	An operating system (OS) has three jobs.

	Job 1: Set the rules for normal operation. An OS determines how programs run, how resources are allocated, and how processes interact. It creates predictability.

	Trust does the same thing. It determines how decisions get made, how communication flows, how mistakes are handled, how feedback is given, and how conflicts are resolved. When trust is strong, these processes run cleanly. When trust is broken, processes become friction.

	Job 2: Govern behavior under pressure. Operating systems are tested under load. When memory is constrained, when processing power is maxed, and when multiple programs compete for resources, the OS determines what happens.

	Trust works the same way. It’s tested when budgets get cut, when deadlines compress, when mistakes go public, when priorities conflict, and when leaders are stretched thin. Strong trust systems are under pressure. Weak trust systems collapse, and they collapse fastest in precisely the moment you need them most.

	Job 3: Enable or constrain what’s possible. A good OS makes complex tasks simple. A bad OS makes simple tasks impossible.

	Trust works identically. High-trust environments enable speed, autonomy, honest feedback, creative risk-taking, and fast recovery from mistakes. Low-trust environments require excessive oversight, documentation, meetings, approvals, and political navigation. The gap between these two environments isn’t the cultural atmosphere. It’s operational capacity.

	Trust determines the ceiling of what your team can accomplish.

	The Seven Load-Bearing Pillars

	Trust doesn’t break evenly. It fractures along predictable lines.

	This framework identifies seven pillars that bear the load.

	Character: Do your values hold when there is pressure?

	Consistency: Do people experience predictable leadership behavior, especially under high-stakes situations?

	Communication: Do people understand the “why” behind decisions before those decisions surprise them?

	Competence: Do systems work reliably, or does execution depend on heroics?

	Care: Are you protecting people’s capacity or just their feelings?

	Clarity: Does truth move faster than rumor?

	Courage: Do you address what needs addressing or delay until forced?

	These pillars are not personality traits. They are behaviors leaders demonstrate, and systems leaders build.

	One distinction worth naming now: Character governs what you stand for when tested. Courage governs when you act on what needs addressing. Both are tested under pressure. Both are required. But they fail differently, and they’re repaired differently. The chapters ahead will make that clear.

	Why Pillars, Not Principles

	The pillar metaphor is intentional.

	Pillars bear weight. Remove one, and the structure weakens. Remove several, and the structure collapses.

	Leaders often focus on one pillar while neglecting others. They communicate well but avoid hard conversations: strong Communication, weak Courage. They care deeply but let standards slide strong Care, weak Character. They set clear direction but go silent when the conversation gets hard: strong Clarity, weak Courage. Every combination is possible. Trust requires all seven pillars to function, not just the ones that come naturally.

	Not perfection in all seven, but functionality.

	A structure can tolerate minor cracks in a pillar. It can't tolerate missing pillars.

	How Trust Systems Fail

	Most trust failures follow a predictable pattern. It starts with pressure: budget cuts, tight deadlines, board scrutiny, organizational change, or personal stress. The source varies. The sequence doesn't.

	Under pressure, the leader’s behavior shifts. They stop explaining decisions, and Communication weakens. They micromanage or check work they used to trust, and Consistency breaks. They delay hard conversations, and Courage erodes. They add work without removing anything, and Care fractures. They stop naming what success looks like, and Clarity disappears. They cut corners on standards they used to model, and Character quietly erodes. They stop demonstrating that they know what they're doing, and Competence, or at least the team's confidence in it, begins to fade.

	None of these shifts feels dramatic at the moment. They feel like reasonable adaptations to difficult circumstances.

	But the team notices before the leader does.

	The leader doesn't notice because their intent hasn't changed. They think I'm managing a crisis. They understand. The team experiences something entirely different: Standards are changing. We don't know what to expect anymore. 

	Then trust leaks quietly. People stop volunteering information. They ask permission for things they used to own. They document conversations to protect themselves. They stop bringing problems early. None of this happens loudly. It happens in the space between what people used to do freely and what they now do cautiously.

	When the leader finally notices, they often misdiagnose. The symptoms are visible: execution is slow, communication feels filtered, morale is low, and people seem disengaged. But the leader doesn't connect those symptoms to their own behavior shift. The real diagnosis: the trust system broke under load, and the leader didn't notice.

	The Asymmetry Problem

	Trust breaks invisibly because of asymmetry.

	Leaders experience their intent. Teams experience observable behavior.

	This is why leaders are often blindsided. The leader thinks, “I’ve been working harder than ever. Why is the team frustrated?” The team thinks, "Leadership is erratic. We don’t know what they want anymore.”

	Both perspectives are true. Only one is operational.

	Intent is invisible. 

Behavior is visible.



	Trust is built or broken on what people see and hear, not what leaders intend.

	Why Most Trust Advice Fails 

	Most trust advice fails because it addresses symptoms, not structure.

	“Communicate more openly” doesn’t specify what to communicate, when, or how. “Be more consistent” doesn’t identify which behaviors are inconsistent. “Show you care” doesn’t distinguish between care that protects feelings and care that protects capacity. The advice sounds right, yet it doesn’t work.

	This book gives four things most leaders never get: diagnostics to identify which pillar is failing, signals to catch trust drift before it becomes a crisis, repair protocols to restore trust after fractures, and operational behaviors that strengthen each pillar. Not inspiration. Infrastructure.

	What’s Next

	The next chapter explains how trust breaks before you notice and how to catch it early. We’ll then walk through each of the seven pillars in depth.

	But first, a critical question:

	Are you managing trust deliberately or by default?

	Most leaders don’t know. They’ve never diagnosed their trust system. They’ve never identified which pillars are strong and which are fragile.

	If you don’t know where trust is leaking, you can’t repair it.

	Chapter 2 provides the diagnosis.

	Before we move to Chapter 2, one concept worth carrying into everything that follows: Every high-stakes decision creates two tracks of work. The first track is the decision itself: the strategy, the data, the action. Most leaders are very good at this track. The second track is the trust architecture around the decision: how it lands, what meaning people attach to the process, and whether the system stays steady or starts leaking. Most leaders skip this track entirely or address it after damage is already done. As you move through the Seven Pillars, be sure to keep the second track in mind. You will see it operating in every chapter.

	 


Your System Check:

	
	• Before we move forward, one question worth sitting with:

	• Think about the last time trust broke on your team.

	• Which came first? A change in your behavior under pressure, or a change in your team's behavior?



	If you answered, "the team's behavior," look again. You missed the moment your own behavior shifted, but your team didn't.

	
	• Now name one behavior you will recalibrate this week before your team has to notice it for you.








CHAPTER 2: TRUST BREAKS BEFORE YOU KNOW IT

	"Trust doesn't announce itself when it's breaking. By the time most leaders notice, the damage is already serious."

	—Gearl Loden

	Trust doesn’t announce itself when it breaks.

	There’s no alarm. No flashing dashboard. No moment when someone says, “We don’t trust you anymore.”

	Instead, trust erodes quietly, through small behavior shifts, micro-decisions, and unspoken conclusions.

	By the time leaders notice trust is broken, the damage is often serious and the repair costly.

	This chapter explains why trust breaks invisibly, the signals that reveal trust drift before crisis hits, how to diagnose which pillar is fracturing, and why the slow leak is one of the most dangerous kinds of failure.

	The Slow Leak Problem

	Most leaders assume trust breaks suddenly, through a major mistake, a public failure, or a betrayed confidence.

	Sometimes it does.

	But more often, trust breaks slowly. Through patterns.

	A leader makes an exception to a standard “just this once.” Then again. Then again. Eventually, the team concludes standards are negotiable.

	A leader withholds information to “avoid unnecessary worry.” Then does it again. And again. Eventually, the team concludes, "We're not trusted with the truth."

	A leader delays a hard conversation to “wait for the right time.” Weeks pass. Months pass. Eventually, the team concludes leadership avoids accountability.

	None of these moments feel like trust-breaking events when they happen. They feel like reasonable judgment calls.

	But they compound.

	Why Leaders Miss the Signals

	Trust breaks invisibly for two reasons:

	Reason 1: Leaders experience intent. Teams experience outcomes.

	What the leader thinks: “I’m bending the standard because the situation is unique. The team will understand the exception.”

	What the team sees: “The standard changed without explanation. We don’t know what’s expected anymore.”

	What the leader thinks: “I’m delaying this conversation until I have all the facts. I don’t want to jump to conclusions.”

	What the team sees: “Leadership knows there’s a problem and isn’t addressing it. Either they don’t care, or they’re avoiding it.”

	 


The leader’s intent is invisible. The team only sees behavior.

	Reason 2: Trust information flows asymmetrically.

	Bad news travels up slowly, or not at all.

	When trust starts eroding, the first people to notice are the people experiencing it. They almost never tell the leader.

	They assume the leader already knows. They fear appearing negative or disloyal. They may have tested the waters before and been dismissed. They’re waiting to see if it’s a pattern or a one-time thing.

	These factors leave the leader operating without feedback. The leader doesn’t realize trust is fracturing because no one is telling them.

	By the time the signal is loud enough to reach the leader, trust isn’t just cracked, it’s shattered.

	———

	The Eight Signals of Trust Drift

	Trust drift reveals itself through specific, observable signals.

	Leaders who learn to read these signals catch trust fractures early, when repair is still simple.

	Signal 1: People start asking permission for things they used to decide independently.

	What it means: They’re no longer confident they understand the decision framework.

	Which pillar is breaking: Consistency or Clarity (or both)

	What to ask yourself: Have I changed expectations without explaining why? Are the decisions I make predictable, or are people guessing?

	Signal 2: Questions decrease in meetings.

	What it means: People have stopped believing their questions will be answered honestly, or they’ve concluded that asking questions is risky.

	Which pillar is breaking: Clarity, Communication, or Courage

	What to ask yourself: Have I shut down questions? Do people feel safe raising concerns? Am I explaining the “why” behind decisions?

	Signal 3: Execution slows, even on straightforward tasks.

	What it means: People are documenting, double-checking, and seeking confirmation because they don’t trust that the system will protect them if something goes wrong.

	Which pillar is breaking: Care, Competence, or Consistency

	What to ask yourself: Do people trust the system, or are they building workarounds to protect themselves?

	Signal 4: High performers stop volunteering for new projects.

	What it means: They're burned out, disengaged, or no longer confident that effort will be recognized or that the organization will protect their capacity.

	Which pillar is breaking: Care or Character

	What to ask yourself: Am I rewarding high performance with more work? Are my best people sustainable, or am I breaking them?

	Signal 5: Rumors spread faster than official communication.

	What it means: Leadership is not communicating frequently enough or in ways that connect with their team, or people don’t trust that they’ll get the truth from leadership, so they’re seeking it elsewhere.

	Which pillar is breaking: Communication or Clarity

	What to ask yourself: Am I withholding information? Is my communication too slow or too vague? Am I communicating in the way that best suits my team or myself?

	Signal 6: People stop bringing you problems early.

	What it means: They’ve concluded that raising problems early is either risky or ineffective.

	Which pillar is breaking: Consistency, Clarity, or Courage

	What to ask yourself: Do I shoot the messenger? Do I delay addressing issues people bring me? Do people know what to expect from me, or do they brace for a different leader depending on the day?

	Signal 7: Conversations happen “around” you instead of “with” you.

	What it means: People have stopped believing that direct communication with you will be productive.

	Which pillar is breaking: Character, Communication, or Courage

	What to ask yourself: Have I made it unsafe to bring me hard truths? Do people trust my response when challenged?

	Signal 8: Small mistakes trigger disproportionate emotional reactions.

	What it means: Trust reserves are depleted. When trust is strong, small mistakes are absorbed easily. When trust is low, every mistake feels like confirmation of systemic failure.

	Which pillar is breaking: Multiple pillars (this is a late-stage symptom)

	What to ask yourself: Which pillar broke first? Where did the erosion start?

	———

	The Trust Audit™: A Diagnostic Tool

	Note: In this audit, you are counting warning signs. The fewer you identify, the stronger the pillar.

	This is not a psychometric instrument. It’s a diagnostic discipline, a structured way to demand honesty about what your team is experiencing. The value is in the patterns the questions surface. It works for individual leaders; it works better when a leadership team completes it independently and compares scores. The gaps between how you score yourself and how others score you are where the real diagnosis lives.

	How to use it: For each pillar, assess three dimensions:

	
		Your behavior as a leader, not your intentions, your actions

		Signals you’re seeing from your team, what they’re doing, not what they’re saying

		System evidence, the observable patterns that exist, whether you acknowledge them or not



	For each question, answer "Yes" or "No." If your honest answer is "sometimes," "I'm not sure," or "I don't know," count it as Yes. Answer based on what your team would say, not what you intend. Uncertainty is a signal. The most honest version of this audit is the one someone else completes about you.

	This audit is most powerful when it becomes a recurring discipline, not a one-time exercise. Retake it quarterly. Trust doesn’t hold still, and neither should your awareness of it. When you track scores across quarters, you stop reacting to trust problems and start reading them in advance. A pillar that scored a 3 in January and a 5 by April is telling you something no survey or exit interview will say out loud. Build this into your leadership rhythm. The leaders who audit trust consistently are almost never the ones scrambling to repair it.

	Note: The Trust Audit™ can be: Used as a self-reflection tool, for 360-degree feedback, and as a team activity.

	Answer honestly. Score each pillar:

	0–2 warning signs = Pillar is a cornerstone for trust

	3–4 warning signs = Pillar is strong

	5–6 warning signs = Pillar is fragile

	7+ warning signs = Pillar is broken

	Pillar: Character

	Leader’s Behavior Assessment:

	
		When values and convenience conflict, convenience wins?

		Have I delayed decisions that require personal cost?

		Have I made exceptions for myself that I wouldn’t allow others?



	Team Signal Assessment:

	
		Am I modeling what I'm asking of others?

		Does cynicism increase when I talk about values?

		Would my team say that my words don’t match my actions?



	System Evidence Assessment:

	
		Do standards shift based on who’s involved?

		Are values stated but not enforced?

		Do people question my motives more than my methods?



	Character Score: ___ warning signs

	Pillar: Consistency

	Leader Behavior Assessment:

	
		Would my team say I respond to similar situations inconsistently?

		Have I changed expectations without explaining why in the last 90 days?

		Would my team say I apply standards differently depending on who is involved?



	Team Signal Assessment:

	
		Are people asking permission for things they used to decide independently?

		Have candid conversations been replaced with careful ones?

		Are
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