
Trust versus Mistrust; Restore and Rebuild your Relationships 

The first stage of human bonding, trust, is rooted in the earliest 
relationships we form, typically with our primary caregivers. It is the 
foundation for emotional security and sets the tone for how we perceive 
relationships throughout our lives. Similarly, the first stage of any new 
relationship is also built on establishing trust, as it lays the groundwork for 
mutual openness, safety, and reliability. 

1. The First Stage of Human Bonding: Trust 

 • Trust begins in infancy during what Erik Erikson described as the 
"trust vs. mistrust" stage (birth to 18 months). In this stage, infants 
rely on caregivers to meet their needs consistently and lovingly. 

 • When caregivers respond reliably, children internalize a sense of 
safety, believing that the world is dependable and people are 
trustworthy. Conversely, inconsistent, neglectful, or harmful 
caregiving can lead to mistrust, creating insecurities about the 
reliability of others. 

2. Trust in the Early Stages of a Relationship 

 • In new relationships, trust is formed by observing how each partner 
treats the other, communicates, and honors commitments. Small acts 
of dependability, kindness, and emotional presence build this initial 
foundation. 

 • Much like the bonding process in infancy, consistency and follow-
through create security, while broken promises, dishonesty, or 
emotional unavailability can sow seeds of doubt. 

3. How Trust is Shaped Over Time 

 • Interactions with the World: Experiences of betrayal, dishonesty, or 
disappointment in relationships can diminish trust, while supportive and 
consistent relationships can reinforce it. 



 • Worldview: People who see the world as fundamentally good and others 
as well-intentioned may approach relationships with openness, whereas 
those with a more cynical worldview may start with skepticism. 

 • Attachment Style: Secure attachment fosters trust, as securely 
attached individuals expect that others will be dependable. In 
contrast, avoidant or anxious attachment styles may predispose 
someone to mistrust or hypervigilance (anxiousness) in relationships. 

 • Internalized Relationships: A strong, healthy internalized relationship 
(formed through early caregiving) enables individuals to feel secure in 
themselves and others, promoting trust. A fragile or negative 
internalized relationship may lead to fear and self-doubt, hindering 
the ability to trust. 

4. Nurturing vs. Neglect in Relationships 

 • Relationships require consistent care and attention to maintain trust. 
Acts of nurturing—such as active listening, empathy, and reassurance
—reinforce trust. 

 • Neglect—such as indifference, avoidance, or emotional withdrawal—
erodes trust and creates feelings of abandonment or insecurity. 

5. Life Events that Damage Trust 

Several life events can severely damage an individual’s ability to trust 
others, including: 

 • Betrayals: Infidelity, broken promises, or deceit in intimate 
relationships. 

 • Abuse: Physical, emotional, or sexual abuse, especially by trusted 
individuals. 

 • Losses: Experiencing the death of a loved one or sudden abandonment. 
 • Traumas: Experiences of neglect, bullying, or systemic injustice. 
These events challenge the belief that others are reliable, safe, and caring. 

6. Defense Mechanisms that Sustain Mistrust 



When trust is broken, individuals may develop defense mechanisms to 
protect themselves from further pain, including: 

 • Emotional withdrawal: Avoiding intimacy or vulnerability to prevent 
being hurt. 

 • Hypervigilance: Constantly monitoring others for signs of betrayal or 
danger. 

 • Cynicism: Believing that others are inherently untrustworthy or self-
serving. 

 • Projection: Attributing one’s own fears of betrayal or mistrust to 
others, assuming they will act harmfully. 

Conclusion 

Trust is a delicate and evolving aspect of relationships, both in early human 
bonding and adult connections. While it can be damaged by negative 
experiences or neglect, it can also be rebuilt through consistent nurturing, 
open communication, and emotional presence. Understanding the factors that 
influence trust, and addressing life events or defense mechanisms that 
undermine it, is essential for fostering healthy, secure relationships. 

*Exercise: Building Trust Through Consistent Actions and Reflection; 
family members, extended or blended families, all relationships 

This exercise is designed to teach the importance of trust-building in 
relationships by focusing on consistent actions, clear communication, and 
reflective practice over time. It can be used in a workshop, family setting, 
or one-on-one coaching session. 

Objective 



To help participants understand how trust is built through consistent, small 
actions, and how their behaviors and responses influence the trust others 
place in them. 

Part 1: Understanding Trust - Discussion (10 Minutes) 

 1. Begin by defining trust as “a belief in the reliability, truth, or 
ability of someone.” 

 2. Ask participants to reflect on relationships where they feel trust and 
where they don’t. 

 ◦ What built trust in those relationships? 
 ◦ What actions or events damaged it? 
 3. Discuss that trust is earned over time, primarily through consistent 

actions and effective communication. 

Part 2: The "Trust Deposit" Activity (30 Minutes) 

 1. Materials Needed: 

 ◦ A jar or bowl labeled "Trust Bank." 
 ◦ Small tokens (e.g., pebbles, buttons, or paper slips). 
 2. Step 1: Identify Trust-Building Actions 

 ◦ As a group or individually, brainstorm actions that build trust. 
Examples include: 

 ▪ Keeping promises. 
 ▪ Active listening. 
 ▪ Showing empathy. 
 ▪ Admitting mistakes. 
 ▪ Being dependable in small, daily tasks. 
 3. Step 2: Role-Playing Scenarios 

 ◦ Divide participants into pairs or small groups. 
 ◦ Give each group scenarios (e.g., a friend shares a secret, a team 

member needs help meeting a deadline, a child relies on a parent 
for comfort). 



 ◦ Have each group act out how trust can be built or broken in 
these situations. 

 ◦ After each role-play, discuss: 
 ▪ What actions built trust? 
 ▪ What actions undermined it? 
 4. Step 3: Trust Deposits 

 ◦ Each time a trust-building action is identified during role-
playing, place a token in the "Trust Bank." 

 ◦ Discuss how, over time, these small actions accumulate to create 
a strong foundation of trust. 

Part 3: Practicing Trust Over Time (Take-Home Exercise) 

Step 1: Weekly Trust Challenge 

 • Participants choose one relationship to focus on (e.g., a partner, child, 
colleague). 

 • Each week, commit to at least one specific action that will strengthen 
trust in that relationship.  
Examples: 

 ◦ Call a friend to check in regularly. 
 ◦ Complete a task you promised without being reminded. 
 ◦ Apologize when you make a mistake. 
Step 2: Journaling Reflection 

 • At the end of the week, write down: 
 1. What action(s) did you take to build trust? 
 2. How did the other person respond? 
 3. What did you learn about building trust through this experience? 

Part 4: Group Reflection (Follow-Up Session) 

 • After 4-6 weeks, bring participants back together to discuss their 
experiences. 

 ◦ What worked well? 



 ◦ What challenges did they face? 
 ◦ How has their understanding of trust changed? 
 • Encourage participants to share specific examples where their trust-

building actions had a positive impact. 

Closing Discussion 

Reinforce that trust is not built overnight but requires consistent, 
intentional actions over time. Remind participants that even when trust is 
damaged, it can often be rebuilt with patience, transparency, and effort. 

This exercise combines practical application, role-playing, and reflection to 
reinforce the importance of trust-building and how it can transform 
relationships. 

*Exercise Adapted for Couples: Rebuilding Trust Through Consistency 
and Communication 

This version of the exercise focuses on helping couples rebuild trust after 
challenges such as infidelity or prolonged emotional neglect. It emphasizes 
consistent actions, emotional vulnerability, and open communication to 
strengthen their connection. 

Objective 

To help couples rebuild trust by demonstrating reliability, nurturing 
emotional safety, and openly acknowledging trust-building progress over 
time. 

Part 1: Understanding Trust in Relationships (15 Minutes) 

 1. Define Trust Together: 
Begin by asking both partners to define trust in their own words. 
Write down their responses and look for shared themes. 



Example: “Trust means feeling safe to rely on each other emotionally 
and practically.” 

 2. Acknowledge Past Hurts: 

 ◦ Acknowledge the events that damaged trust (e.g., infidelity, 
emotional withdrawal) without assigning blame during this stage. 

 ◦ Emphasize that this exercise is about moving forward and 
rebuilding trust, not reliving past pain. 

 3. Discuss the Role of Consistent Actions: 
Introduce the idea that trust is rebuilt through small, consistent 
actions over time rather than grand gestures or immediate 
forgiveness.  

Part 2: The "Trust Deposit" Activity for Couples (30 Minutes) 

 1. Materials Needed: 

 ◦ A shared “Trust Jar” (e.g., a glass jar or bowl). 
 ◦ Tokens (e.g., pebbles, paper slips, or coins). 
 ◦ A journal for each partner to record reflections. 
 2. Step 1: Identify Trust-Building Actions 

 ◦ Each partner writes down 3-5 small, specific actions they believe 
will help rebuild trust in the relationship. 
Examples: 

 ▪ Partner A: "Texting when I’m running late." 
 ▪ Partner B: "Complimenting you daily." 
 ▪ Both: "Scheduling a weekly check-in about how we’re 

feeling." 
 3. Step 2: Create Agreements 

 ◦ Share these actions with each other and agree on which ones to 
prioritize. 



 ◦ Focus on actions that are achievable and meaningful to both 
partners. 

 4. Step 3: Make Trust Deposits 

 ◦ Each time one partner follows through on a trust-building action, 
they place a token in the jar. 

 ◦ For example, if Partner A sends a reassuring text when running 
late, a token goes in the jar. 

Part 3: Communicating Progress (15-20 Minutes Weekly) 

 1. Weekly Trust Check-Ins: 

 ◦ Schedule a consistent time each week for a trust check-in (e.g., 
Sunday evenings).  

 ◦ Use the following structure: 

 1. What went well this week? 
 ▪ Each partner names a specific action they 

appreciated from the other. 
 2. What felt challenging? 
 ▪ Share moments where trust felt difficult or actions 

were missed, without judgment. 
 3. What’s one action to focus on next week? 
 ◦ Example Script: 

 ▪ Partner A: “I really appreciated when you called me during 
your lunch break. It made me feel prioritized.” 

 ▪ Partner B: “I realized I forgot to schedule our date night. 
I’ll make sure to do that next week.” 

 2. Track Progress Over Time: 

 ◦ At the end of each check-in, count the tokens in the Trust Jar. 
 ◦ Celebrate the progress made, even if it feels small. 



Part 4: Addressing Deeper Emotional Barriers (Ongoing) 

 1. Rebuilding Emotional Intimacy 

 ◦ For couples struggling with affection or emotional connection, 
commit to small acts of vulnerability and closeness: 

 ▪ Hold hands during conversations. 
 ▪ Share one positive memory together weekly. 
 ▪ Write a letter to each other expressing gratitude or hope. 
 2. Acknowledging Emotions Without Defensiveness 

 ◦ Practice active listening during moments of emotional sharing. 
 ◦ Example: 
 ▪ Partner A: “I’m still feeling hurt about the past, but I see 

the effort you’re making.” 
 ▪ Partner B: “I hear that, and I want you to know I’m 

committed to rebuilding this.” 
 3. Seek Support 

 ◦ For couples rebuilding after infidelity, working with a therapist 
can provide tools to navigate difficult emotions and deeper trust 
issues. 

Part 5: Reflect and Celebrate (Monthly) 

 1. Review Progress 

 ◦ At the end of the month, revisit the Trust Jar. 
 ◦ Discuss how the consistent actions and check-ins have improved 

the relationship. 
 ◦ Reflect on moments where trust was rebuilt and how it felt. 
 2. Celebrate Small Wins 

 ◦ Plan a shared activity (e.g., a date night or day trip) to honor the 
progress you’ve made together. 

Part 6: Handling Setbacks 



 • Remind couples that setbacks are natural and part of the rebuilding 
process. 

 • When a trust-building action is missed or a mistake is made: 
 1. Acknowledge it immediately. 
 2. Offer a genuine apology without justifications. 
 3. Recommit to the trust-building process. 

Conclusion 

By focusing on small, consistent actions and clear communication over time, 
couples can rebuild trust and create a stronger, more connected 
relationship. Rebuilding after infidelity or emotional neglect takes patience 
and mutual effort, but with commitment, it is possible to foster safety and 
intimacy again. 


