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Creating Trust  
  

Real learning can only occur in an environment of trust. Without trust, a human being’s 

unique capacity for learning and developing simply shuts down. 

 

Within a trusting space, strong emotional connections can be made between yourself and 

your client, your work colleague or your partner in life. These connections enable powerful 

growth to occur. If trust is not established, then this type of emotional connection can’t 

happen, and without this type of emotional connection, you are probably not really 

succeeding in the area of personal growth at all. So often today we see relationships that are 

troubled by conflict, disagreements and negativity. To be able to create trust we first must 

want to commit to taking responsibility for creating a trusting space and a positive outcome. 

If we don’t come from this place of commitment then it won’t happen. 

 

Let’s consider the many relationships that we operate within. There are work relationships, 

personal relationships, family relationships, etc. Work relationships can be with fellow 

workers or your clients. Whether you are a consultant, employee, friend, or family member, 

you will have many relationships. For the purpose of creating a trusting space lets refer to 

each of these people in your life as your partner. 

 

So what is a trusting space? In a trusting space, your partner is seen at their best even when 

they can’t see this themselves. In a trusting space, your partner is free to talk about their 

values, their dreams, their hopes and their aspirations in the complete confidence that these 

will be met with full acceptance.  In a trusting space, you are able to trust in your partner, 

knowing that they bring a strong set of skills to the relationship. In a trusting space, your 

partner is able to trust that you will act ethically and in their best interests at all times. 

Imagine a world where this happened all the time. Wow!  How powerful! 

 

When trust is absent 

If you haven’t managed to establish a trusting space, then all of the other strategies you 

employ are unlikely to work. It would be like putting new wine into an old dirty bottle. Without 

trust, your partner may appear to respond in the short term, but there is unlikely to be 
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significant ongoing progress.  If you have not built a trusting relationship with your partner, 

they are unlikely to open up and speak freely. 

 

Where the trusting space has not been established, your partner may be hesitant to 

genuinely outline their weaknesses for fear of a negative reaction. They may be hesitant to 

genuinely outline their strengths for fear of being thought proud or boastful. They will be 

unlikely to share such intimate things as their values, their vision for themselves, their hopes 

and their dreams. Without these things, your relationship will skate across the surface. Any 

goals that are set will tend to be of limited depth and short-term value. Like a house built on 

shaky foundations, things might look okay from the outside, but it will not be long before 

cracks will start to appear. 

 

Emotions and Learning 

Recent studies of brain function have taught us a lot about the way human beings learn, and 

has lead to the development of what we now call “emotional intelligence”. We know, for 

instance, that when human beings are in a state of stress, they bring into action parts of the 

brain designed for making quick decisions (the limbic system), which interfere with the parts 

of the brain used for reflection and analysis (prefrontal cortex). In other words, when people 

are feeling anxious or upset their brain is not geared for learning. This is why people who are 

emotionally upset will say that they just can’t “think straight”. They simply cannot take in or 

process information in the way that they can when they feel calm and secure. (Goleman, 

1996) 

 

In order for optimal growth to occur, we need to ensure that the environment is devoid of 

stress or anxiety. We need to “clear the space” of stress inducers to allow emotional 

engagement to begin. We need to meet the needs of the emotional, as well as the rational 

parts of the brain, in order to engage your partner in powerful learning. 

 

The Will Rogers Test 

When beginning to work with your partner, you need to employ the “Will Rogers Test”. Will 

Rogers was an actor and writer who starred in many Hollywood films during the 1930’s, 

almost always playing a cowboy much like himself. Rogers famously stated: “I never met a 

man I couldn’t like.” Rogers never said, “I never met a man I DIDN’T like.” By saying that he 

never met a man he “COULDN’T” like, he was pointing to the simple fact that reaching out to 

the humanity in others is a choice that we can all make. When confronted with a partner 

whose agenda is challenging, you need to apply the Will Rogers test and try to engage with 
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that person’s humanity, so that you can support them in their life journey. 

If you find yourself in a situation where you genuinely cannot support the agenda of your 

partner, (in other words, where you fail the Will Rogers test), the humane thing to do is to 

end the relationship, so that your partner and you can move forward. Honesty is paramount 

to ensuring trust. 

 

Self Application 

In order for you to create a trusting space, you must trust in yourself. You must trust that 

you, too, are magnificent, highly-skilled and a motivated individual, with a great deal to offer 

to your partner. If you do not believe this about yourself, your partner won’t believe this about 

you. One of the most powerful lessons can occur when you model the self-awareness and 

self-management that you want for your partner. 

 

The Power of Trusting Relationships 

One of the beautiful by-products of creating a trusting space between you and your partner 

is that your partner is able to experience the power of a trusting relationship. Once they have 

experienced a relationship of trust with you, they may feel inspired to seek this type of 

relationship with others around them. The strategies that you use to create a space of trust 

for your partner can just as effectively be applied between your partner and their children or 

a client and their partner, or a client and their friend.  Imagine how successful a partner could 

become if they always operated in an environment of trust.  Imagine how powerful you could 

be if you could support your partners to live in an environment of trust! 

 

Building Trust over Time 

If there is one thing that we know about trust, it is that it must be earned, not demanded. A 

trusting space begins with rapport between you and your partner; but rapport is just the 

beginning. The trusting space is then built up over time as you engage a range of strategies 

to continue to build trust between you and your partner. 

 

This doesn’t mean, however, that you can never make a mistake. We all make mistakes, 

and you are on your own learning journey, just as your partners are. It does mean, however, 

that when you make a mistake, you are honest about this; the mistake is acknowledged, and 

then both you and your partner move on. The perception that you are human and make 

mistakes does not, in itself, destroy trust. The perception that you lack the skills or integrity 

to identify and manage your own mistakes, is sure to. 
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Coaching Application 

The principle of trust underpins our approach to coaching. We believe that the coach’s first 

and most important obligation is to create a “trusting space” for their clients in which to 

develop. You could describe trust between coach and client as the “bandwidth” of coaching. 

 

An Open Mind 

One of the main requirements for creating a trusting space is an open mind and a non- 

judgemental attitude on the part of you. It is often said that the coach determines the process 

but the client determines the content of the sessions. The client always sets the coaching 

agenda. 

 

The client may come from a background that is very different from the coach’s or may have 

made different life choices to those of the coach. These will impact on the agenda that the 

client outlines; what goals they set; what values they wish to live in alignment with; and 

which skills they want to develop.  The aim of coaching is for the client to be their best self, 

and it is up to them to decide what this better self looks like. It is up to us to listen to and 

validate their desire for a better self, even if it is not what we would want in our own lives, or 

have thought of as the best thing for them. Stober refers to this attitude as “unconditional 

positive regard.” 

Often the client’s goals and the goals that the coach thinks would work best for them, are the 

same. This makes coaching easy. However, sometimes they are not, and when they are not, 

the client is still entitled to set the agenda. It can be a challenge to coach someone through 

the end of a marriage if you feel strongly about the sanctity of marriage, and believe they 

would be happier in the long run if they kept their marriage together. It can be a challenge to 

coach someone through giving up a highly paid and powerful job, if you think it sounds 

fantastic to you and the career they want sounds risky or boring. This is where coaching 

becomes more complex and the coach must engage all of his or her listening and 

empathising skills. When these situations occur, it is beneficial for the coach to work through 

these challenges themselves with their own coach. As coaches we must suspend our own 

judgements in a coaching relationship in order to build trust. 

 

Support and Challenge 

Another way that a coach creates a trusting space is by balancing the need to support with 

the need to challenge. If the coach only provides support, the client may be prevented from 

growing and developing at a rate that brings them true satisfaction. They may even feel 

patronised. If a coach only challenges, they are in danger of damaging a client’s sense of 
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self worth. Clients expect to be challenged by their coach; however, even the most high 

functioning and resilient of human beings needs strong encouragement and emotional 

support to respond to challenges. A skilled coach carefully manages the “two-way street of 

support and challenge” (Ting and Riddle, 2006). They listen attentively to the effect that their 

words have on their client. 

 

The following description of the coaching environment powerfully paints a picture of a 

trusting space where challenge and support are effectively balanced. 

 

“When you confront me, I can trust that you are pushing me to think beyond my existing 

paradigms, not trying to blame or hinder me. When you ask me to explain my reasoning, I 

can trust that you will not use my answer against me but will help me seek higher levels of 

performance…..my mistakes will be treated as learning opportunities – steps on the path of 

accomplishment, not failures.” (Bianco-Mathis, Nabors and Roman, 2002) 

 

Our goal as coaches is to have our clients feel this way about us, so that we can challenge 

them in ways that build their sense of self. 

 

Trust and Ethics 

To create a trusting space, the coach operates ethically at all times. Operating ethically 

includes maintaining confidentiality, preparing for and focusing on the coaching session, 

coaching from the heart and being prepared to walk away from the coaching relationship if 

this is in the best interest of the client. Clients need to trust that the coach’s primary 

motivation is a desire for them to reach their full potential. 

 

As coaches, we need to constantly ask ourselves whether we are acting in the best interests 

of our clients or whether other considerations are impacting the coaching relationship. These 

considerations might be the need to maintain a certain income, the desire to build up a 

business, the wish to avoid failure or to avoid “letting someone down”, or the desire to 

influence the person in a direction that they don’t want, but that we want for them. A skilled 

coach is not afraid to reflect on their own motivations and is prepared to act if any of their 

motivations are impacting the client getting the most out of the coaching relationship. 

Creating a trust space requires openness and honesty with yourself as a coach and with 

your clients. Building on trust is doing this on an ongoing basis. Trust grows, it strengthens 

relationships and empowers both parties. Creating and building trust is a privilege in getting 

to know someone and getting to know more about ourselves. 
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Reflection 

1. Have you had a relationship of trust in your life? What were the particular features 

that allowed you to trust that person? 

2. Why is trust so important to learning? 

3. Why is it important to acknowledge your own mistakes? 

4. What are some ways that you can build a trusting space with your partners? 

5. Why does the coach have to be able to trust him or herself in order to build a 

trusting space? 

6. How do you think you could handle coaching someone whose goals are not the 

same as what you would want for them? How could you let the client set the 

agenda but still be true to yourself? 

7. What is the relationship between ethics and trust? 
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