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VBN Lesson 6 - The Trusted Advisor Relationship 
Earlier in the program we introduced the idea of a “Trusted Advisor”.  The term “Trusted Advisor” is interesting; 
there is probably any number of definitions depending on who is promoting the idea.  The concept we like to 
use is based on the six levels shown in the figure below.  It helps to think of your implementation of value 
based networking as a journey if your objective is to become a Trusted Advisor to the key people in your 
network.   

  
 

Think of Level 1 in a sales situation:  the customer remembers being introduced to their sales rep, but can’t 
recall the name the next time they meet.    

There is little distance between Levels 1, 2, 3 and 4 because these steps can be relatively quick and easy.  But 
the distance increases significantly between Level 4 and 5.  It is a common error to think that someone truly 
values your relationship just because they are openly friendly! 

There is another big jump from Level 5 to Level 6 -- the Trusted Advisor relationship.  Think about a sales 
person who works with the same customer for many years and creates a value-based relationship with the 
decision maker.  Over time, they are asked for advice and options because they are trusted to help solve 
problems rather than push products.  

According to world-renowned professional advisors David H. Maister, Charles H. Green, and Robert M. 
Galford, in their book The Trusted Advisor, the key to professional success is the ability to earn the trust and 
confidence of clients.  The creation of trust is what earns you the right to influence clients; trust is also at the 
root of client satisfaction and loyalty.  Becoming a trusted advisor takes time and effort, and it will not happen 
overnight!  However, the trusted advisor status can have huge payback.  
  
  

Level 2 
They know my name 

Level 1 
They don’t know my name 

Level 3 
They like me 

Level 4 
They are openly friendly 

Level 5 
They value me 

Level 6 
I am a Trusted Advisor 
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What benefits would you obtain if your clients and associates trusted you more? 

The more your clients trust you, the more they will: 

1. Reach for your advice
2. Be inclined to accept and act on your recommendations
3. Bring you in on more advanced, complex, strategic issues
4. Treat you as you wish to be treated
5. Respect you
6. Share more information that helps you to help them, and improves the quality of the service you

provide
7. Pay your bills without question
8. Refer you to their friends and business acquaintances
9. Lower the level of stress in your interactions
10. Give you the benefit of the doubt
11. Forgive you when you make a mistake
12. Protect you when you need it (even from their own organization)
13. Warn you of dangers that you might avoid
14. Be comfortable and allow you to be comfortable
15. Involve you early on when their issues begin to form, rather than later in the process (or maybe even

call you first!)
16. Trust your instincts and judgments (including those about other people such as your colleagues and

theirs)

Do you have a trusted advisor, someone you seek out regularly to advise you on all your most important 
business, career, and perhaps even personal decisions? 

If you do, what are the characteristics of that person? 

If you don’t, what characteristics would you look for in selecting your trusted advisor? 

Scroll down to VBN Exercises #7 and #8 and print Exercise #8.
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EXERCISE 7 – What level are my relationships? 
Go back to Exercise 5 and look at your Top 5 List for Focus.  In the margin, write the level of your 
relationship with each of the people on your list.  Where is your relationship on the scale of Level 1 (They don’t 
know my name) to Level 6 (I am a Trusted Advisor)?  Do you know?  What evidence do you have? 

Now, as you consider how you can add value to these people, consider also whether what you do for them will 
move you up to the next level and what you would have to do to have them believe that you are a trusted 
advisor to them. 

Here’s a question for you to consider: 

Think about that one person critical to your success. What would you be prepared to commit to do in the next 
three months to take your relationship to Level 5 or 6? 

VBN EXERCISE 8 – Would my clients view me as a trusted advisor? 
In their book, Maister, Green and Galford also list the following characteristics of trusted advisors.  Using the 
Golden Rule (we should treat others as we wish to be treated), you can probably make a fair assumption that 
this list is not much different from a list your clients would make. 

So, if you want your clients to treat you as their trusted advisor, then you must meet as many of the "tests" on 
this list as possible. 

Ask yourself:  Which of these traits do my clients think I possess?  (Not what you think you possess, but what 
they think you do!)  Put an X against all that apply.  If you suspect that you might not demonstrate all these 
traits, then how do you get better at each of them? 

Trusted Advisors … 
1. Seem to understand us, effortlessly, and like us
2. Are consistent – we can depend on them
3. Always help us to see things from fresh perspectives
4. Don’t try to force things on us
5. Help us think things through – it’s our decision
6. Don’t substitute their judgment for ours
7. Don’t panic or get over emotional
8. Help us think and separate our logic from our emotions
9. Criticize and correct us gently, lovingly
10. Don’t pull their punches - we can rely on them to tell us the truth
11. Are in it for the long haul, relationship is more important than the current issue
12. Give us reasoning (to help us think),  not just conclusions

13. 
Give us options, increase our understanding of these options, give us their recommendations, and let
us choose

14. Challenge our assumptions -- Help us uncover the false assumptions we’ve been working under
15. Make us feel comfortable and casual personally, but take issues seriously
16. Act like a real person, not someone in role
17. Are reliable and on our side and always seem to have our interests at heart
18. Remember everything we ever said ... without notes
19. Are always honorable ... they don’t gossip about others, and we trust their values

20. Help us put our issues in context, often through the use of metaphors, stories and anecdotes – few
problems are completely unique

21. Have a sense of humor to diffuse our tension in tough situations
22. Are smart, sometimes in ways we’re not
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A great book on this subject is:  Power Relationships: 26 Irrefutable Laws for Building Extraordinary Relationships. 
(Andrew Sobel and Jerold Panas).  Each of the 26 Laws is illustrated and explained using real-life stories that show how 
to implement it.  The second section of the book presents sixteen common relationship challenges with specific 
solutions. 
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