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Understanding the Ecology of Trust in Partnerships 

1. Read the summary below.

2. Complete the assessment for one of your teams or partnerships.

3. Discuss with your group during the extended breakout session.

4. Alternately, share your takeaway on the Self-Study Form.

Trust Ecology and Four Types of Trust 

Trust lies at the core of every rela�onship, in our work with teams and external partners. Trust 
Ecology is one framework for understanding how trust forms and func�ons in our collabora�ve 
work. 

Social scien�sts working on Trust Ecology have defined trust as the willingness to accept 
vulnerability in the face of uncertainty and distrust as an explicit unwillingness to accept 
vulnerability based on expecta�ons of harm or nega�ve outcomes (not simply a lack of trust). 

Trust Ecology further iden�fies four types of trust (and their counterpart types of distrust). 
References and addi�onal resources provided at end of document. 

To help understand these trust types, make a triangle with your hands by bringing your index 
fingers and thumbs together. Point your index fingers up.  

AFFINITIVE RATIONAL 

PROCEDURAL 

DISPOSITIONAL 

https://airtable.com/appTPc5F0gCJ8w87b/shr4tW748ivzdmSiT
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The le� base angle is Affini�ve Trust. What do we have in common? 

• Affini�ve trust is based on how individuals mesh with each other.

• It is strengthened when we share common affilia�ons (soccer fans), shared values (mountain
bikers & health), personali�es (introverts and extroverts), humor, etc.

• Where we have differences, unrelated to the task at hand, these may subconsciously make it
harder to have affini�ve trust with each other.

Now find the right base of the triangle. We’ll call this right angle Ra�onal Trust. What have we 
achieved together?  

• Ra�onal trust is based on expecta�ons of posi�ve, beneficial outcomes.
• It is strengthened by shared goals, commitment and follow through, coopera�on, problem

solving, and risk assessment.

The top of the triangle where your two pointer fingers come together is Procedural Trust. How well do 
our organiza�ons work together? 

• Take a systems-based perspec�ve as you consider: How well do our systems and policies enable
collabora�on, consensus building, and co-development? Do we understand and agree on rules
and expecta�ons for working together? Are we clear on roles and responsibili�es?

• Also consider gaps or areas that need aten�on: Are there power imbalances? Is there a history
of distrust?

And finally, we can think about our hands/arms holding this trust triangle as Disposi�onal Trust. Do we 
tend to be trus�ng or distrus�ng with others? 

• Based on our life experiences and culture, do we tend to trust easily? Do we hold our trust
triangle out in the open, ready to seek out and form new rela�onships? Or do we tend to keep
our trust triangle close to the chest, more likely to guard ourselves and be poten�ally distrus�ng
of others?

• Some�mes people or organiza�ons may have a disposi�on to trust or distrust a partner. Be
mindful of assump�ons and narra�ves that may not account for the current or complete
picture.

• Disposi�onal trust is rela�vely stable and slow to change. It can be considered a baseline from
which Affini�ve, Ra�onal and Procedural Trust can develop or be diminished.

Note that Affini�ve Trust, Ra�onal Trust, and Procedural Trust are ac�onable, and can be readily 
influenced by our ac�ons and those of our partners. 

Complete the exercise on page 3 and 4.
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2. Reflect on one of your teams or partnerships and complete the assessment below.

A) What forms of trust are strongest in this group?
B) How do you know – what are some signs of these forms of trust?

Strength As Evidenced by… 

Affini�ve: 
What we have in 
common, affinity 

 

Ra�onal: 
Past performance, goal 
alignment, competence 

 

Procedural: 
Guiding rules, joint 
agreement, fair process 

 

Disposi�onal: 
Individual tendencies to 
trust or distrust 

 

A) What are gaps or areas for growth? Where might you strengthen trust or address
distrust?

B) What are signs that this type of trust needs aten�on?

Gaps As Evidenced by… 

Affini�ve: 
What we have in 
common, affinity 

 

Ra�onal: 
Past performance, goal 
alignment, competence 

 

Procedural: 
Guiding rules, joint 
agreement, fair process 

 

Disposi�onal: 
Individual tendencies to 
trust or distrust 


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A) What are some strategies you can employ to address the gaps?
B) What are some signs that your strategies are working?

 Trust Type Strategy Signs 
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