Jack Gibb's Theory on Trust Development in Groups
- Robert A. Gallagher, 1978, 2001

Regardless of the type of group you are in, one of the critical issues will be the development of trust. In
order to be able to give and receive support, members need to feel comfortable and accepted; to be able to
share their feelings and thoughts without embarrassment or threat of disapproval; to be free to decide
what they will and will not do as a result of the group's work; to feel confidence in the methods the group
likes in its work; to feel committed within themselves to the work of the group, and to be able to work
with others in an interdependent, collaborative manner. What follows is based on the work of Jack Gibb's
research on trust development in groups.

Our Own Basic Life Tensions

We each enter a group with our own history. Out of that history we have developed a pattern of "wants"
and "fears" related to trust.

I WANT TO..... I FEAR. ...
...trust others and accept them; to belong « -..being rejected and left on the outside
and feel included - -

...share myself, my thoughts and ...being "put down" for my beliefs, ideas

feelings. I want to let others know who I and feelings. I fear that if I share them

am, what I feel and believe. [ want to be they will be used against me in some way;

close to others. I'll be laughed at, misunderstood, not
taken seriously and betrayed.

...have a sense of purpose and direction ...drifting through life aimlessly, having

in my life, to believe in something, to < > 1o roots, caring about nothing, living in

care. chaos.

...have some control over my world and ...being controlled by others,

my life. I want to influence others and let < > manipulated, pushed around, used,

myself be influenced. I want to be exploited. I fear being helpless.

collaborative and to be interdependent
with others

The basic stance we have established gets carried into every group we work with. We find ourselves
tending more to one side than the other of the "fears" and "wants". Some of that is based on the dynamics
we experience in that particular group. Some is rooted in the learnings we have drawn over time about
trust. What has happen in our early childhood, as we grew up, and in our most important relationships has
shaped the filters about trust that we carry into a group.

What I'm likely to do as I interact in the group is to prove to myself how my decision is "correct", that is,
I'll behave in ways that reinforce my own stance. I'll help myself and others to get included, to
communicate, to be clear about goals, and to collaborate; or I may limit my own and others' possibilities
in each area by nurturing the fear. Nurturing my fear is a way of keeping my world somewhat predictable
and stable. It's also a way of staying trapped. My basic stance is based on the past; it may or may not fit
this present experience. My issue in a new group is: "what is appropriate here and now, with these
people? What is possible for me and them?"



What we can do to contribute to the group's development

1. We can deal with our own mistrust. Being aware of, and accepting responsibility for, our own fears and
self-protective behaviors can free us to make new decisions based on the present situation we are in.

2. We can recognize that groups have patterns of development. There are issues and stages of group life
that are common for any group. Understanding these issues and stages can aid us in our effort to enable
trust development. There are many ways of looking at group development. Becoming familiar with any of
the available conceptual frameworks can help us be more productive group members.

What follows is a framework based on the work of Jack Gibb.

Trust...Openness...Productivity ...Interdependence

A group always has the potential to develop and strengthen four basic qualities of its life. These qualities
"build" on each other in a sort of hierarchy, those near the bottom forming a "foundation" for the' "higher"
ones.

4. INTERDEPENDENCE

3. PRODUCTIVITY

2. OPENNESS

1. TRUST

In an early version of the model Gibb called the theory TORI -- Trust, Openness, Realization and
Interdependence.

Gibb's thought is that in order to enhance these qualities in a group, certain concerns related to each must
be adequately resolved.

CONCERNS TO BE RESOLVED

4. CONTROL How much influence will members have on each other and how will it be
exercised?
3. GOAL FORMATION Where is the group going? How are decisions made? Are decisions clear and

shared? Are members internally committed to them?

2. DATA FLOW How much information is being shared by members? What are their thoughts
and feelings --both about the group itself and about the specific work at hand?

1. ACCEPTANCE How much do people in the group basically affirm themselves and each other as
persons and as valuable members of the group?



As the concerns toward the bottom of the list begin to be resolved a base is built for resolving the next
levels of concern. We can picture this as building blocks:

4.
Control ‘\ Area of
potential
rowth
3. Goal A(/ g
Formation
2. Data Flow /
1. Acceptance

To the extent the acceptance concern has been resolved, group members will feel free to open up and
share feelings and thoughts about the group and its task. To the extent the group is sharing useful
information it will have the base it needs for developing goals and making decisions that are clear and
shared by the members. The open flow of information will provide options to select direction from. To
the extent members share ownership of the goals and decisions they will find it easier to be
interdependent with each other.

When groups try to ignore the need for adequate resolution or "prior" concerns (those nearer the bottom
of the blocks) before taking on later concerns, the more likely it will be an unstable relationship. The
blocks are likely to topple over!

Suppose, for example, that after three or four sessions of a group's life, two of the members begin to feel
impatient, and press the others to meet more frequently. They make a case that this will allow everyone to
receive more support and to get to know each other more quickly. Several other members raise concerns



about giving more time to the group. They are told that if they were "really committed" they would make
the time. Other members are silent. The two who brought up the idea press for a decision, and no one
raises further objections. Dates are set, and the meetings become more frequent. But within a month,
attendance has dropped off.

What happened? Two members wanted the group to make a decision in favor of more ambitious goals
(i.e., more frequent sessions). Their concern falls at Level 3 --Goal Formation. However, the flow of data
(Level 2) needed to make that a sound decision was not available. Several members of the group did not
speak up at all, and those who did object did not continue to express their feelings. This needed flow of
information was most likely cut off when the two initiators of the idea decreased the level of the
acceptance in the group (Level 1) by accusing the others of being "uncommitted" if they objected. So, a
decision was made with out enough information, and without being freely chosen from among
alternatives. This led to low internal commitment among most of the members, and an unwillingness to
follow through on the "decision".

The two initiators of the idea had attempted to deal with their own Goal Formation concern, and went
beyond what the actual base of trust and openness in the group could bear. (In addition, they handled their
frustration in such a way as to further decrease the level of trust.) So, the group took on an unrealistic
goal. An attempt to work with unrealistic goals leads to some form of resistance --in this case expressed
by members failing to show up.

The key thing to remember is that adequate attention to more "basic" group concerns (acceptance, data
flow) enables the group to handle the others (goal formation, control) .An attempt to build higher than the
"base" can really support tends to result in a "shaky" group life. To come on "too fast and too hard" about
goals and structure can throw a group "off balance", and, as in this example, it can actually decrease
trust. If we build from the bottom up, the group can grow and stretch; but it cannot profitably be forced to
decisions that require more trust than actually exists.

In its development, the group never reaches some "final resolution” of these basic concerns. Its life is
always moving toward to away from its potential. Every time the group gets together again after being
apart, there is re-building to be done; and every time some difficult issue is wrestled with, the group must
take stock of its base of trust and openness to find out whether it is adequately intact. Potential is not
something that is "reached" and then simply "maintained".

One final caution about theory: any conceptual framework for looking at group life needs to be used with
care. Such frameworks are tools for understanding, yet they do not tell the full story. There is movement
at several levels at once; movement may be by great leaps or in gradual cycles; personal growth and
group development are interdependent concerns. The reality is always messier than the model suggests.

There are a number of other models on group development that can complement Gibb's work. There are
also models that grow out of the same understandings as what Gibb points to but are applied in other
areas, e.g., Gallagher "Trust Development in Organizations" (owes a good bit to Gibb's work but takes
into account later experience on organizational culture, OD and empowerment dynamics) and Argris's
"Intervention Theory"

On the following pages I have summarized key information related to each "basic concern” in group
development. I 'have included some diagnostic hints ("signs of problems") as well as some possible
behaviors for facilitating resolution of the concern.



Concern Issues the Group is | Issues the Person Desirable Outcomes Signs of Problems Behavior that May
Dealing With is Dealing With Help
Group Person
Being clear about our Desire to belong; to High trust level | Increased People denying Showing confidence in the
ACCEPTANCE basic purpose and trust and be trusted in group ability to membership abilities of the group
contract accept self
Fear of being rejected | Warmth and others Mistrust Accepting differences a
Establishing our basic realities to be explored --
norms What will I lose/get Supportive Fear what do they mean for this
by being a member? | climate group
Attempts to hide behind
What's the cost? status Acknowledging other's
presence, expressing
What's expected of Being cynical about the affirmation and affection
me? abilities of the group as appropriate
Desire to be Attempts to pressure Clarifying the basic
acknowledged; to be others to change contracts of the group --
seen as unique; to be helping the group decide
cared for; to be Lack of clarity about the what being a member
important to the basic purpose of the group | means
group
Trying to make decisions
for other members
Getting an adequate Desire to let others Open flow of Anincreased | Tentativeness Share yourself -- your
DATA FLOW flow of information, so | know who I am and useful awareness of thoughts and feelings,
that realistic decisions | to find out who they information self and others | Hiding and denying commitments, fears,
can be made and goals | are feelings excitements

established

Desire to share my
feelings and thoughts

Fear of having what I
share turned against
me

An increased
sense of
freedom to
say and do
what you want

Inability to make
decisions

Let others see your
strengths and weaknesses

Speak for yourself not for
others




Concern

Issues the Group is
Dealing With

Issues the Person
is Dealing With

Desirable Outcomes

Group

Person

Signs of Problems

Behavior that May
Help

DATA FLOW

(continued)

Listen; let others know you
are listening; tell them
what you have heard; ask
if you are "on target"

Empathize - work to
understand what the other
person feels; put yourself
in their position; let them
know that you sense what
they are experiencing; ask
if you are "on target"

Let others know what you
want and need; Invite them
to share what they want
and need

Ask for feedback - ask
others to tell you the
impact you are having on
them

GOAL
FORMATION

Being clear about
goals

Goals being shared by
members

Having a sense of
purpose

Fear of drifting,
standing for nothing

Productivity

Increased
sense of
purpose and
direction

Personal
integration

Apathy

Boredom
Competition

Having little internal

investment in goals and
decisions

Sharing your own hopes
and goals for yourself and
the group

Sharing your vision for the
organization you
participate in




Concern Issues the Group is | Issues the Person Desirable Outcomes Signs of Problems Behavior that May
Dealing With is Dealing With Help
Group Person
Knowing what is Assessing personal Working only from Being willing to commit
enough for us to priorities; deciding external pressure, e.g., yourself openly
GOAL accomplish; what is how much of myself duty, loyalty, etc.
FORMATION productivity for "us"? | I will commit to the Entering into a problem
(continued) goals of the group Suspicions about the solving stance
motives of others
Openly acknowledging
that the group can not do
everything, that it is all
right to limit ourselves and
focus
If the group seems unable
to come to a decision, form
goals, or reach some level
of productivity - look at
data flow and acceptance
concerns
How will we work Desire to have some | Interdependence | Increased Dependence Accepting and giving
together? influence in the ability to be influence
CONTROL group interci]ependent Refusal to allow self to
How will we organize with others be influenced Share wants & fears you
ourselves to How much to let have about influencing and
accomplish our goals? | myself be Attempts to control or being influenced
influenced manipulate others
How will Review group norms,
accountability be Fear of being Debating procedures and leadership
established? controlled roles; encourage the group
Hostility to evaluate them
If the group is having a
problem working together,
look at prior concerns




