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Building an Organization People Can
Believe In
Belief in an organization can deepen or disappear through ordinary working experiences.
A reflection on the leadership practices that earn people’s confidence and commitment.

By Lara Blackert

Every organization makes promises to itself. What it stands for, how it treats people, what kind of
place it intends to be. Those intentions are usually genuine.

The gap between what an organization says it is and what people actually experience is where
belief either takes root or quietly erodes. Once it erodes, recovery is extraordinarily difficult.
People rarely lose faith in an organization in a single moment. They lose it gradually, through the
accumulation of small moments where the stated value and the lived behavior diverge, until they
stop expecting alignment at all.

Building an organization people can genuinely believe in is not a culture initiative. It is a discipline
of leadership, practiced consistently, that shows up in how the organization is structured, how
people are supported, and whether leaders are willing to invite honest input and act on what they
receive.

Accountability is foundational
Organizations that earn genuine belief hold themselves accountable in ways that are both visible
and consistent. Not accountability deployed as a mechanism for consequence, but accountability
as a signal that the organization takes its own commitments seriously.

The distinction is significant. When accountability is applied inconsistently, people read the
pattern quickly. They learn which commitments the organization intends to honor and which exist
primarily as aspiration. They recalibrate their expectations accordingly, and that recalibration
moves in one direction: away from belief.

Consistency is what converts stated standards into lived ones. When the same behavior is
recognized and the same behavior is addressed, regardless of who is involved or how the quarter
is performing, the organization builds credibility it cannot acquire any other way. Accountability
that holds across levels, functions, and circumstances signals that the standards are real. That
there is something here worth believing in.
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Transparency is not a communication strategy
Organizations frequently confuse transparency with communication volume. They send more
updates, hold more all-hands meetings, and produce more internal content, then conclude that
people are well-informed. They may be. Information and trust are not the same thing.

Transparency that builds belief is something more specific. It is the willingness to share not only
what is happening but why decisions are being made, what trade-offs were considered, and what
the organization does not yet know. It is the capacity to say, clearly and without elaborate
framing, when something is not going well and what is being done about it.

It also requires the harder discipline of admitting when the organization was wrong and a
different path is needed. Organizations that cannot do this, that treat course corrections as
communication problems rather than honest responses to new information, train people to
become skeptical of everything they are told. Those that can acknowledge a mistake and
articulate what will change earn a quality of trust that endures through the inevitable difficulties
of running a complex enterprise.

Empowerment is essential
One of the most reliable ways to erode belief is to hire capable people and then surround them
with conditions that prevent them from being effective. Approval chains that slow every
meaningful decision. Processes designed for a different version of the business that were never
revisited. A culture in which a new idea must be extensively defended before it receives even
provisional consideration.

Empowerment is not a value statement. It is a structural condition. An organization that genuinely
empowers its people has removed the obstacles that make good work harder than it needs to be.
It has given leaders at every level the authority their roles actually require, not a diminished
version of that authority contingent on seeking approval for decisions that should never require it.

The practical test is straightforward. Can the people closest to the work make the decisions the
work requires? If the answer is no, the organization has a structural problem, and no amount of
language about empowerment alters the experience of operating within it.

Action cannot be dismissed
Two organizations can maintain identical mechanisms for gathering input from their people and
produce entirely different outcomes. The mechanism is not what determines the result. What
determines the result is what happens afterward.

At one organization where I had the privilege of leading, we were deliberate about creating space
for leaders at every level to bring ideas and perspectives to the work. Not as a formality, but as a
genuine operating practice. When something was shared, we listened to understand, not to
assess whether it aligned with what we had already decided. When an idea changed our thinking,
we acted on it and said so explicitly. People understood that their input shaped what actually
happened. They kept bringing more of it.
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At another organization, a similar program existed on paper. Leaders were invited to submit ideas
through a structured process. The process operated. The ideas went nowhere. When I asked what
became of the things people had shared, the answer was nearly universal: nothing ever happens.
That response carries more organizational information than any engagement survey. It tells you
that people have already concluded the exercise is not worth the effort. Recovering trust from
that position is a long road.

The most damaging outcome of an idea program that produces no visible result is not the wasted
time. It is the signal it sends, clearly and repeatedly, that leadership is not genuinely interested in
what people think. That signal spreads. It shapes what people are willing to say, what they choose
to surface, and ultimately how much of themselves they invest in the organization's success.

Culture gets defined by what is reinforced
Some organizations describe themselves as a family. The language is warm and the intention is
usually sincere. But family as a cultural metaphor carries a weight that most organizations cannot
bear. Families do not release members for performance. They do not restructure. They do not
answer to boards or carry investor expectations. When the metaphor is used primarily to
encourage loyalty and sacrifice without the reciprocal care that family actually requires, people
understand the asymmetry.

The cultures people genuinely believe in are not built on language. They are built on what the
organization consistently reinforces. Respect for people's time, perspectives, and professional
judgement. A genuine openness to ideas that challenge the current approach. The signal, sent
through actual behavior and sent often, that new thinking is welcome and the organization's
current practices are not treated as permanent.

The phrase this is how we have always done it is among the most constraining things an
organization can normalize. It is not a statement about process. It is a statement about openness,
and what it communicates to the people who hear it is that the organization has placed greater
value on its own history than on their contribution. That is not a culture people choose when other
options exist.

Purpose creates belief
An organization people can believe in gives them something to work toward that extends beyond
the transaction. Not through the abstract language of mission statements that fade within weeks
of publication, but through a genuine and specific account of what the organization exists to
serve and how each person's contribution connects to that purpose.

Purpose is not a communications exercise. It is a leadership practice. It requires that leaders at
every level understand the connection between the work their teams do and the impact the
organization exists to create, and that they make that connection explicit and consistent, rather
than leaving it to inference.

When purpose is real, it changes what work feels like. People bring a different orientation to
difficult problems. They make different decisions when no one is watching. They sustain more
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through difficulty because they understand what they are working toward and why it is worth
reaching.

When purpose is stated but not demonstrated through the actual priorities and decisions of the
organization, people notice. Behavior is more legible than any articulation of values. The gap
between what the organization says it stands for and how it actually operates is precisely where
belief erodes, and closing that gap is the essential work of leadership.

Where belief begins
Every element of an organization people can believe in traces back to the leaders within it, not
only the senior ones. Leaders at every level represent the lived experience of the organization for
the people around them. They determine whether feedback leads anywhere, whether new ideas
receive genuine consideration, and whether the standards the organization claims are the ones
that actually govern daily decisions.

The organizations that earn genuine belief are not defined by their programs or their values
statements. They are defined by the consistency between what they claim and what people
experience. Close that gap, and belief follows.
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