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The Trojan Horse of Team Trust

Matt Paese, Ph.D.

Imagine you're a Trojan.

I'm not saying you need to be a kilted warrior with an iron shield and bone-
handled sword (unless that's your thing). It's fine if you're just a regular
citizen of Troy. You'll have to go back a few thousand years for this, give or
take. | know—that's pretty nonspecific, but that segment of history has a lot
of maybes, probablies, and somewhere-arounds. Work with me here.

You live on the northern coast of what is now Turkey. Winters are chilly,
summers are glorious, the food is terrific, and life is pretty good. With a
lively trade economy and decent art scene, your hometown could be much
worse—which you're about to discover.

After “somewhere around” a decade of war with Greece, you're thrilled to
hear the conflict is finally over. Better yet, your city has been gifted a massive
wooden horse, said to be a blessing from the gods. It has been proudly
rolled through the fortress gates and now dominates the town square.

Sadly, this is where your story ends.

In death, however, you and your fellow Trojans became an enduring
metaphor for concealing intent. Thousands of years later, that same idea still
has something to teach us about leadership -- specifically, about smuggling
trust into the C-suite. Keep that thought in mind as we fast-forward to a
slightly less hostile setting.

Now imagine you're a C-suite executive.

You don't need the tailored suit or corner office. You might work remotely a
couple of days each week and spend half your life on Zoom. Like most senior
leaders today, you're busy trying to lead your organization through relentless
competition and constant change.

Then comes an email from your CEO announcing a two-day senior team
offsite focused on teamwork.

You sigh.

You're hoping this isn't one of those close-your-eyes-and-fall-backward-
into-your-teammates’-arms kinds of events. You have little interest in being
asked to share a painful childhood memory, “be vulnerable,” or display
empathy through emotionally charged exercises. You're not opposed to
those things in life—but they don't belong in the C-suite. At least, that's
what you believe.
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So it comes as a relief when the facilitator explains beforehand that none
of those activities are planned. Instead, the team will focus on business
objectives, operational challenges, and the barriers preventing greater
effectiveness.

The event begins with productive discussions that strengthen alignment.
Then the facilitator leads a simple exercise.

Each executive is asked to describe their team’s top objectives for the
year and the obstacles making success difficult.

Before moving to the next leader, the facilitator asks everyone else one
guestion:

“What do you appreciate most about this leader’s contributions?”

When it's your turn, you feel a little uncomfortable as your colleagues
begin describing the strengths they see in you. But what strikes you most
isn't the praise—it's how specifically they recognize your uniqueness.
Several commments surprise you. You hadn't realized people noticed those
things.

Each of your teammates has the same experience.

And the Trojan Horse rolls into the town square.

The next day, the discussion shifts to several organizational challenges
that have stubbornly resisted progress. The dialogue becomes

more candid. Questions emerge about missed goals. Long silences
precede honest reflections about conversations that never happened,
conversations that should have happened differently, and decisions
people now regret.

But something is different.

No one is attacking anyone else. Instead, leaders begin volunteering their
own shortcomings.

“I didn’t handle that the way | should have.”
“That situation exposed a weakness of mine.”
“I should have asked for help much sooner.”
“I owe you an apology.”

After more than an hour, the CEO finally says, “We've just broken through
years of being stuck on these issues.”

Then another executive adds, “If we hadn’t had the conversation
yesterday about our challenges and strengths, we never could have
been this vulnerable.”

And there it was: Vulnerable.

The very word that most of the team would have dismissed as irrelevant
to executive leadership had quietly entered the room, concealed inside
conversations about objectives, obstacles, strengths, and performance.

The Trojan Horse had arrived.
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Now let's step out of the story.

This reflects an actual senior team session. The quotes are real, and we've
seen similar experiences with many leadership teams.

Had we advertised the session as an exercise in vulnerability, trust, or
empathy, we probably wouldn't have been hired.

Ironically, those became the very words participants used afterward to
describe its value.

Only through the Trojan Horse of business objectives, operational
obstacles, strengths, and individual uniqueness did trust quietly begin
to form.

Each leader first experienced something many senior executives rarely
do: they felt genuinely recognized by their peers—not simply for what
they accomplished, but for who they were and how they uniquely
contributed to the team.

That recognition became the foundation for trust. Trust made
appropriate vulnerability possible. And vulnerability, in turn, gave the
team permission to engage in something far more valuable: high-trust
candor.

People admitted mistakes. They acknowledged weaknesses. They
apologized. They challenged assumptions. They surfaced conversations
that should have happened months earlier. Yet remarkably, none of it
eroded trust. It strengthened it.

Research consistently shows that leaders who demonstrate appropriate
vulnerability are often trusted more—not less—by their teams. Likewise,
teams with higher levels of trust engage in more candid dialogue,

make better decisions, and resolve difficult issues more efficiently.

The objective, then, isn't vulnerability for its own sake. It's creating the
conditions that allow executive teams to speak honestly about the issues
that matter most without sacrificing respect, confidence, or cohesion.

Sometimes the most effective way to build trust isn’t to announce that
you're trying to build trust at all.

Sometimes it's hidden inside a conversation about objectives, obstacles,
strengths, and individual uniqueness.

Sometimes it's concealed inside a wooden horse.

After “somewhere around” three thousand years, the Trojan Horse still
works from time to time.

| hope the horses in your town square are filled with trust, high-trust
candor, insight, and progress.

Please share what you've learned.

And thanks for sharing your time with us.
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