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Underlying every successful relationship is trust.  Without it, people 
become suspicious, non-committal, uncaring, undermining and jaded…  
all of which leads to deteriorated and nonproductive relationships.  This 
further leads to unpleasant work environments, disgruntled workers, 
frustrated customers, dejected leaders, and unprofitable organizations.  
So, while you’re just one person in the whole intricate array of people and 
relationships in your organization, it’s exceedingly wise for you to make 
trust-full relationships a major priority.  As a member of a virtual team, 
establishing unwavering trust in relationships with colleagues and your 
boss is particularly vital since distance and the absence of day-to-day 
interactions can create pressure on relationships that will erode trust. 
 
The fundamental ingredients of trust in the working relationships critical to 
your success include familiarity, integrity, and reliability.  Knowing how 
these factors affect trust and how your behavior affects perceptions and 
beliefs is important to your success when working at a distance from other 
team members. 
 
While teams must focus on building trust, one of the disadvantages of 
remote teams is that team members cannot see one another working. 
Therefore, there can be a tendency on the part of team members to 
assume that if they don’t hear from you or see results, you must not be 
working, and this can erode trust. Therefore, communication becomes a 
critical component of trust. In the dispersed workplace, this communication 
issue becomes even more complex as individuals balance both 
synchronous and asynchronous communications. 
 
This can be further complicated in hybrid teams when some team 
members are co-located, and others are remote. More conflict and 
mistrust occur in these situations than in the cases where all team 
members are remote. 
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Current research on virtual teams indicates that familiarity is a major 
contributor to building trust.  In other words, if team members know one 
another—either through face-to-face or remote interactions—they have a 
greater chance to establish trust over time. 
 
You can strengthen relationships and build familiarity with your team 
members by making time to: 
 

• Talk with them regularly by phone or video connections. 

• Schedule face-to-face meetings periodically, if possible. 

• Use every available minute when you’re visiting on-site offices to see 
and talk with team members. 

• Make the effort to attend social events (retirement parties, baby 
showers, promotion celebrations), even if that means joining “virtually” 
by teleconference or videoconference. 

• Use all available technology (email, voice mail, telephone, 
videoconferencing, text messaging, etc.) to stay connected and visible. 

• Take time to talk about non-work matters whenever appropriate, 
both asking about and sharing information regarding topics such as 
families, hobbies, personal interests, personal challenges/concerns, 
etc. 

• Make a point to remember birthdays and acknowledge special 
accomplishments of your team members and associates. 

• Be alert as well to the fact that if other team members are co-located 
(and you’re not), they may bond in ways that can exclude you. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

FAMILIARITY 
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Integrity is vital to trust since it reflects how people perceive your ability to 
be honest, truthful in your encounters, and respectful of the rights of 
others.  While there’s plenty of confusion, indirectness, and hidden 
agendas in work relationships, it’s important that you avoid these negative 
dynamics when you’re part of a remote or hybrid team.  Do this by 
remembering to: 
 

• Be honest in everything you do.  Once your honesty is compromised, 
trust is lost. 

• Be truthful and forthright (without being obnoxious about it).  People 
may not always like what you say or believe, but at least they won’t 
have to wonder about it. 

• Avoid sarcasm or teasing in your distance interactions.  So much of 
what you say on voice mail, send in an e-mail, or blurt out can be 
misinterpreted without you ever having the chance to know, respond, 
or recover. 

• Maintain confidences so that you’re not perceived as a highly 
networked purveyor of gossip.  Honor privacy and confidentiality 
requirements and protect confidential information people have 
entrusted to you. 

• Handle sensitive material appropriately.  Don’t send group 
broadcasts on voice mail or forward to the entire team an e-mail meant 
for your eyes only. 

• Avoid ”whining.” While it is tempting, don’t spend time gossiping or 
complaining about your organization. 

 
 
 
 

INTEGRITY 
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Reliability means people have confidence that you will honor the 
commitments you make.  A good rule of thumb here:  under-commit and 
over-deliver.  So, don’t make a promise on your voice mail greeting to 
return calls by the end of the day if you can’t be certain you will.  If you 
commit to attend meetings or participate in conference calls, show up.  
(Remember that you’re not the only one that worries about being 
forgotten; people remote from you can begin to wonder if you remember 
them or care about their concerns if you don’t follow through on your 
commitments to them.)  Avoid not being available when you’ve scheduled 
time for a specific phone call or videoconference.  Everyone gets 
unnerved if your essential availability and your ability to honor 
commitments is perceived as unreliable. 
 
Trust is also strengthened by consistency.  Be available to people on a 
consistent basis when you work remotely by establishing your office work 
hours and maintaining those routinely.  If you won’t be available as 
scheduled, take steps to be accessible.  Additionally, try to be consistent 
in your temperament and tone when speaking with people, responding to 
voice mail and e-mail, and participating within your team.  Being 
unpredictable emotionally (e.g., a screaming maniac one day and happy-
go-lucky the next) makes it very difficult for people to be comfortable with 
you, and trust will suffer.   
 
You can strengthen your reliability in working with team members by: 
 

• Put in writing the team member “norms” for behavior. Make sure 
everyone agrees to the same standards of access and availability. 

• Set specific goals for yourself in returning messages and then beat 
those goals. 

• Get results. People trust others who produce results over a period of 
time. They know they can count on you.  

• Make sure you are consistently responsive by following up in a 
routine and timely manner. People will trust you more if they know 
they can always count on you to follow through. 

RELIABILITY 
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Building Trust in New Teams 

 

If you’re assigned to a new team, establishing trust can be crucial to the 
success of the team. In situations involving newly formed teams, familiarity 
is a critical variable. 

• If team members know one another from previous experience (even if 
it’s virtual), there is an excellent chance trust will be established 
quickly. 

• If the project team will exist over a long period of time, trust will evolve 
as team members become more familiar with one another. 

• If the team will be together for a short period of time and members are 
unfamiliar with one another, an intervention may be needed to speed 
up familiarity. 
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Building trust in virtual teams and organizations can be challenging. The 

very nature of virtual work can make trust harder to come by and easier to 

lose. There are, however, some fundamentals to keep in mind when you 

want to build trust, maintain trust, or rebuild trust. 

 

The keys to trust include: 

 

 Build on bonds of familiarity and nurture relationships you have 

established. 

 Act with integrity, respect rights of privacy, and maintain 

confidences. 

 Be reliable by honoring your commitments and being consistent in 

all that you do. 

 

Finally, to build trust, become comfortable disclosing your thoughts, 

feelings, and personal experiences. While this must be done with a sense 

of balance and appropriateness, people tend to trust people who are 

willing to share at a personal level. It’s the glue that holds people and 

groups together. 

 

Summary 
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For the Team: 
 

 Analyze the current trust level among your team members. If it’s 
good—what can you do to maintain a high level of trust? If it needs 
improvement—what steps can you take to correct or improve trust 
within the team? 

 Develop team norms for behavior. How often will you check e-mail and 
voice mail? How soon will you return messages? Put the team norms 
in writing and update them as needed. 

 Agree on how to handle disagreements. Too often, teams fall apart 
because they do not manage disagreements well. Establish clear 
guidelines for when and how the team will discuss disagreements. 

 
 
For individual team members: 
 

 Consider steps you can take to be more reliable and consistent.   

 Look at your work habits, your team involvement, and your interactions 
with colleagues; think about any feedback you’ve received regarding 
concerns about your availability and follow through on commitments.   

 Identify three immediate steps you can take to improve your reliability. 

 If you are not well known to others on the team, what three steps could 
you take to increase the team’s familiarity with you (and visa versa)?

ACTION STEPS 
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   For additional information, contact: 

Debra A. Dinnocenzo is president and founder of 
VirtualWorks!, a consulting and training firm that 
specializes in virtual work issues. She is a dynamic 
speaker, successful author, seasoned executive, and 
innovative educator with more than three decades of 
experience in business.  Debra is a co-author of the 
recently released book, REMOTE LEADERSHIP – 
Successfully Leading Work-from-Anywhere and 
Hybrid Teams, as well as several other books on 
remote and virtual teams.   
 
Since publishing her first book on telecommuting in 
1999, Debra has been a pioneer in the shift to virtual 
work and remote leadership – few practitioners in the 
field have the depth of knowledge and hands-on 
experience Debra brings to her work.  As a nationally 
recognized expert on the virtual workplace, Debra is 
often a source for media stories on remote work 
issues, has spoken widely on related topics, and 
developed and taught "Leadership in the Virtual 
Workplace," an online graduate-level course offered 
by Duquesne University.  Debra holds B.S. and M.A. 
degrees in Management from Central Michigan 
University and is pursuing a Doctorate in Business 
Administration from Taft University.  Previously, Debra 
was a teleworking executive and has worked from her 
home office for more than two decades. 
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