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Building Higher Trust 15 Reinforcement 

by Bob Whipple, MBA, CPTD 

We all know that when leaders and 
managers reinforce people for doing 
well, they tend to do more of the good 
work.  

There is an interesting dynamic 
between reinforcing in a high trust 
environment versus trying to thank 
people when there is low trust. 

This article will explore the connection 
between level of trust and the 

effectiveness of reinforcement attempts.   

When Trust is High 

If a culture of high trust has been established by leaders, then when they go to thank 
people for a job well done, it is normally accepted. The reinforcement has the desired 
effect, which is to obtain more of the good performance.  

Workers see their leader as reliable and sincere with the feeling of gratitude.  In those 
situations, a sincere “thank you” or even some form of tangible reinforcement will work 
out well. Workers can relate to the sincerity and feel good about it.  

When Trust is Low 

The opposite is true when trust is low. The reason is that workers are skeptical to begin 
with, so they see any attempt to reinforce workers as some kind of trick to get even 
more performance out of them.  

The workers view the leaders as insincere with their praise or maybe they think the 
leaders are slanting the praise too much in favor of one group versus another.  

If the leader gives out small trinkets to make workers feel good (for example a sticker or 
button), the workers are insulted by the trivial nature of the reinforcement.   

If the leader heaps on verbal praise, the workers see it as insincere and take some 
offense at being duped by a bunch of phony gratitude.   
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The Overview about Reinforcement   

Good reinforcement is a powerful positive force in any organization. It helps encourage 
people to do more of the excellent work. However, it is vital to have a culture of high 
trust before trying to enhance operations by using reinforcement.  

If trust in not sustained, then attempts by management to reinforce workers often 
backfires. I have even seen instances where well-intended reinforcement does more 
harm than good.  

Bonus video 
 
Here is a brief video on Trust and Reinforcement 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vy43eEedalI&list=PL688VosqtYhRVrh6WXvnnVO4TaW7a-Twt&index=15

