
Small businesses in Canada represent nearly 98% of all enterprises and are vital to the economy. Yet they face 
significant challenges, with over a third of them experiencing negative or stagnant growth year over year. In this 
article, it is argued that trust within an organization is key to improving operations to achieve meaningful growth. 
Distrust amongst employers and employees often leads to disengagement and inefficiency, while organizations 
that are shown to establish trusting environments demonstrate collaboration, innovation, and employee loyalty. 
As this article shows, studies prove that leadership behaviours determine the level of employee engagement, which 
impacts an organization’s longevity overall. Practical strategies, such as promoting open feedback, avoiding blame, 
and encouraging productive debate, can help leaders build trust and create environments for sustainable growth. 
Trust, though slow to develop, offers extraordinary rewards for businesses that are willing to invest in it. 

Many small business owners are struggling to achieve meaningful growth. In Canada, small businesses represent an 
outstanding 97.8% of all operating businesses, with 1.19 million enterprises employing fewer than 99 individuals. 
Collectively, these businesses contribute to 35% of Canada’s gross domestic product, a fact that emphasizes their 
crucial role in the economy. However, growth remains unattainable for many, as 36% of small business owners 
have reported negative or stagnant growth over the past three years. Small business owners often face stagnation, 
despite implementing what they believe to be best practices. This challenge can leave them feeling like their efforts 
serve no purpose, with solutions failing to produce lasting results. 

Organizations often struggle to reach their goals when there is a lack of trust amongst employers and employees. 
This is shown to lead to challenges with employee engagement and effective strategy implementation. Employees 
may hesitate to voice their concerns or ideas, fearing blame or repercussions. This self-protective behaviour leads 
individuals to prioritize their own interests over the organization’s success, which then makes it difficult for small 
businesses to attain growth. As CEO of LeadDifferent, Dave Oakley, simplifies: “high trust organizations can 
accomplish extraordinary things. Organizations with even a small amount of distrust struggle to accomplish 
ordinary things”1 Without the stability of trust, the potential for improvement is obstructed, making it difficult 
for small businesses to achieve sustainable growth.
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[1] Dave Oakley, conversation with the author, December 12, 2024
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Establishing a transparent environment is often disregarded within an organization, and leaders can further 
contribute to this by exhibiting behaviours that discourages employee engagement and overall business development.  
Leaders who instill fear, rather than establishing open communication, can create an atmosphere where employees 
feel unsafe to voice their opinions or concerns. In these environments, leaders prioritize providing solutions over 
seeking input from their team, leading to missed opportunities for innovation and improvement. They may 
discourage debate, dismiss differing viewpoints, and be quick to assign blame, rather than seek collaborative 
solutions. According to researcher Jim Collins, leaders who avoid confronting harsh truths or difficult situations 
further discourage trust. Fearful of how employees will react, leaders may avoid addressing challenges altogether, 
because they prefer to wait for situations to improve on their own, or because they do not have the answers. Yet 
when leaders avoid uncomfortable conversations with their staff, employees often feel unsupported and do not 
trust their leadership or the organization.

The workplace environment has a significant impact on employee behaviour, which directly influences a business’s 
performance. In B.E Winston’s article, Servant Leadership and Employee Well-Being, Winston expresses that 
employees cannot feel they provide meaningful contributions unless they are valued in an environment where trust 
is established. Employees who feel respected and supported are more likely to boost their daily efforts and overall 
productivity. When they believe they have a sense of purpose, it strengthens their loyalty and motivates them to 
stay with the company and contribute to its long-term success. To achieve such an environment, leaders should 
begin by building trust in the workplace through intentional actions and consistent effort.

The following are practical steps for small businesses to create a trusting environment:

Lead with Questions

Adopt a leadership style that prioritizes asking employees thoughtful, open-ended questions. Encourage 
participation by seeking input and generating ideas from your team. Instead of dictating solutions and leading 
with answers, guide discussions to empower employees, help them feel part of the decision-making process, and 
feel valued as a member of the team.

Encourage Productive Debate

Create a culture where thoughtful disagreement is welcome. Actively listen to opposing viewpoints and prioritize 
facts and logic over personal bias. Respect diverse perspectives and maintain professionalism in discussions, even 
when conflicts arise, to further build and strengthen trust.

Avoid Blame

When mistakes occur, resist the urge to assign blame. Take responsibility as a leader and focus on finding solutions 
collaboratively. This approach demonstrates accountability to your team and that errors are opportunities for 
learning, rather than reasons for punishment.
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Promote Open Feedback

Encourage immediate and honest feedback from employees by providing strategies for employees to provide 
feedback, such as regular check-ins, anonymous surveys, open-door policies, and recognition for valuable 
contributions. Feedback should be treated as an early warning sign that can help identify potential problems 
before they escalate. Show appreciation for staff who share their ideas and perspectives, and to those who ask 
questions. Commit to addressing issues transparently and constructively, with honesty.

Trust often grows from the accumulation of small, everyday actions. The following simple gestures can help build 
meaningful and create a welcoming environment:

	■ Engaging in warm and approachable interactions with staff, developing trust.
	■ Expressing appreciation for staff contributions and feedback, showing recognition and gratitude.
	■ Having casual conversations and quick check-ins throughout the day.
	■ Listening to what matters to them, and showing you're engaged through small actions like nodding, 

maintaining eye contact, or smiling.
	■ Making yourself available to staff for conversations, feedback, and questions.

This article has shown how establishing trust amongst employers and employees can help small Canadian businesses 
fulfil their potential and achieve meaningful, sustainable growth through collaboration, innovation, and employee 
loyalty. Committing to establishing and maintaining trust can turn ordinary challenges into extraordinary growth. 
By choosing to lead with trust, today’s business leaders can shape workplaces where growth is collective progress 
and success is built to last.
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