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Abstract

The aim of this paper is to provide a review of trust formation models in early economic
accounts and behavioral accounts of trust. Drawing on foundational theories of trust
across several disciplines in the social sciences and empirical studies, I critically examine
their assumptions and implications to identify the theoretical and conceptual gaps within
each approach. I argue that neither approach explains successfully trust formation in
interactions between individuals, due to a lack of clarity and robustness in defining
trustworthiness and inadequately accounting for the role of trustworthiness expectations.
Beliefs about others’ trustworthiness are central to trust. A robust account of trust
formation must explain how we form such beliefs. To this end, this paper outlines an
epistemological account of trust formation, meant to provide a more cohesive
understanding of trust dynamics at the individual level.

Keywords: Trust; Trust formation; Rationality; Trustworthiness; Epistemology of trust;
Warranted trust.

1. Introduction

Friends or strangers — we trust others every day. Trust is beneficial for our well-being, our
relationships and society in general. Some people we trust blindly, many others — we
ponder whether to trust them or not. Trust is risky, so we must invest it wisely, particularly
when things that are important to us depend on others. The question is: what makes us trust
others and how do we know our trust is warranted?

Early accounts of trust stemming from sociology, political science, and social
psychology, use the standard, neoclassical rational choice model to answer this question.
Assuming rational actors are utility-maximizing, self-interested individuals, early
“economic” accounts of trust investigate if trust is rational. They lock together the concepts
of trust, interests, and cooperation via the notion of individual rationality used in the
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standard rational choice model. Trust reflects a strictly cognitive expectation about the
trustworthiness of others, which results from the subjective probability calculation that
others would be interested in reciprocating our trust.

Behavioral economists argue against the notion of individual rationality used in early
economic accounts of trust. They show that ordinary people rarely behave like rational self-
interested individuals. They often trust without being able to form expectations about
others’ trustworthiness. In fact, trust is emotionally wired. Does that make us all irrational?
If trust does not necessarily rely on expectations about trustworthiness, then what
determines it? Behavioral economists hypothesize that trust might have to do with social
preferences, the expressive function of trust, or merely with the fact that our rationality is
bounded. They took an entirely different path in explaining trust compared to early trust
scholars, but in the process, they conflated trust with cooperative behaviors.

In this paper, I question the notions of trust and trustworthiness used in early economic
accounts and behavioral accounts of trust. I argue that neither approach explains trust
formation successfully. Trust formation refers to the process through which a truster forms
an expectation about the trustworthiness of the trustee. This expectation reflects the
truster’s belief that the trustee is trustworthy. Based on this belief, the truster may
eventually decide whether to cooperate with the trustee or not. Early economic accounts of
trust provide an incomplete explanation of how individuals form such expectations whereas
behavioral accounts tend to elude the role of trustworthiness expectations in trust-taking.

Expectations about others’ trustworthiness are inherent in trust. An adequate
explanation of trust formation must investigate how people form justified beliefs about the
trustworthiness of others. To this end, I provide an epistemological account of trust
formation where expectations about trustworthiness form based on assessments of the
trustees’ competence, predictability, and responsiveness.

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 briefly presents the methodology I used
to build my research. Section 3 presents a critique of early economic accounts and
behavioral accounts of trust, as well as an attempt at integrating the two approaches. In
Section 4, I outline my epistemological account of trust formation. In Section 5, I conclude
and briefly discuss the implications of my account, its limitations, and further research
avenues.

2. Methodology

Rather than using a conventional literature review, I organized my paper around a thematic
critique of early economic accounts and behavioral accounts of trust. This method enables
a targeted examination of the theoretical and conceptual gaps within both approaches and
is suitable to highlight the competing intuitions on the definitions of trust. I systematically
compare the assumptions and implications within both approaches. This way, I prepare the
stage for a more cohesive understanding of trust dynamics at the individual level.
Anchoring my account in methodological individualism, I focus on the micro-level
processes that lead to trust formation from an epistemological point of view. I pinpoint the
elements of an epistemological explanation on how individuals form expectations about
the trustworthiness of those they interact with, outside the rational choice framework. |
develop my account based on the definition of trustworthiness I provide in Banu (2023).
The selection of studies I incorporate in the analysis covers several disciplines in the
social sciences. It includes foundational theories of trust by scholars such as sociologist
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James Coleman (1990), political scientists Diego Gambetta (1988) and Russell Hardin
(2002), and social psychologist Toshio Yamagishi (1998). The common thread in their
works is the use of the standard rational choice model to explain trust formation. The
critical examination naturally extends to behavioral economics. I review key experimental
studies to illustrate how the understanding of trust determinants has shifted in behavioral
economics. I start with Berg ef al. (1995), who designed the experimental research into
trust. I then identify clusters of empirical studies which advance various determinants of
trust (for instance, social preferences or expressive trust) and I critically discuss their
implications on the definition of trust.

3. The economics of trust

3.1 Early economic accounts of trust

Two hunters, 4 and B, must decide whether to hunt a stag together or catch a hare on their
own. The stag is more rewarding, but hunting it requires the effort of two individuals. The
issue is if they can trust each other. If 4 trusts B to hunt the stag but B goes rogue and
catches the hare, then 4 gets nothing. The same goes for B. Rousseau first discussed this
dilemma of the “stag hunt” in Discourse on inequality (1993 [1755]). It later became
known as the “trust game” or the “assurance game.”

There are two Nash equilibria in the game (Fig. 1): the optimal equilibrium where 4
and B cooperate and hunt the stag, and the sub-optimal equilibrium where each goes for
the hare. In the standard rational choice model, rational individuals seek to maximize their
utility by pursuing self-interest. On this assumption, both players in the trust game would
prefer cooperation, but it can only work if they trust each other. Otherwise, the rational
choice is to catch the hare. Early trust scholars in sociology (e.g., Coleman, 1990), political
science (e.g., Gambetta, 1988; Hardin, 2002), and social psychology (e.g., Yamagishi,
1998) draw on the insights of the trust game and its assumptions to study trust. They
conclude that trust is rational if: (i) cooperation is the strategy that brings the best possible
results, and (ii) the trustee is trustworthy.

Figure 1 — Payoff matrix in the stag hunt game

B
Hunts the stag Hunts the hare

Hunts the stag 4,4 0,3
A
Hunts the hare 3,0 3,3

This conclusion bears implications on the definition of trust. First, trust is intrinsically
linked to rational choice. Early accounts ground it in self-interest via the notion of
individual rationality used in the standard rational choice model. As Gambetta (1988, p.
222) put it, trust “is a matter, ... also of interest.” Interests “govern action independently
of a given level of trust, but it can also act on trust itself by making behavior more
predictable.” To Coleman (1990, p. 99), trust is rational if the ratio between the probability
that the trustee will cooperate and the probability that she will not is higher than the ratio
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of potential losses and gains. The second implication is that expectations about others’
trustworthiness are central to trust. Early trust scholars take trust to reflect the belief that
the trustee is trustworthy. Player 4 must figure out if trusting B allows her to pursue her
interest. In early accounts, a trustworthy trustee is simply one that will answer favorably to
our trust. She “will perform an action that is beneficial or at least not detrimental to us”
(Gambetta, 1988, p. 217). The third implication is that trust is purely cognitive. To assess
the trustee’s trustworthiness, a truster relies on the assumption that the trustee is a rational
agent. A rational agent will choose the strategy with the highest payoff. In the trust game,
the truster has complete information about the trustee’s payoffs and possible strategies. She
can calculate and anticipate the probability that the trustee will cooperate.

There are three issues here. First, real people rarely act in conditions of full certainty,
have limited cognitive skills, and their decisions are heavily context dependent. The claim
that they make perfectly rational decisions is unfounded and discounts the context and
uncertainty in real deliberative processes. Kahneman & Tversky (1979) show that human
decision-making is biased and follows simplistic cognitive shortcuts. We are not good at
estimating probabilities or making predictions. Because we are “boundedly rational,” we
look for our decisions to satisty our preferences, not to maximize them (Simon, 1997). The
point is to reach a “good enough” decision based on the available information. Early trust
scholars recognize the uncertainty involved in trust (Gambetta, 1988; Yamagishi, 1998).
Yet, they still hold trust and trustworthiness to the high standard of individual rationality
and decision-making in the standard rational choice model.

Second, if trustworthiness is contingent on payoffs, then the concept expresses a
simplistic notion of merely being reliable when it pays off. But one can be reliable without
necessarily being trustworthy. In his theory of trust as encapsulated interest, Hardin (2002,
p. 28) argues that a robust definition of trust must account for the motivations of the trustee
to fulfill the trust. He argues that interests are the central motivation for trustworthiness
because interests motivate most of our encounters. Other motivations cannot enable
“systematic accounts of trust” (2002, p. 52). However, Hardin admits that one is not
trustworthy simply because they have an interest to pursue in their relationship with us. To
him, “I trust you” means that I think that it is in your interest to consider my interests, that
is, to encapsulate them into yours, because you value the relationship with me, and you
wish for its continuation.

The issue in Hardin’s theory is that his notion of interest is compatible with various
reasons people may have for trustworthiness, like “love or friendship and the caring for
another” (2002, p. 24). “At a minimum, you may want our relationship to continue because
it is economically beneficial to you ... In richer cases, you may want our relationship to
continue and not to be damaged by your failure to fulfil my trust because you value the
relationship for many reasons, including nonmaterial reasons” (2002, p. 4). Allowing
interests to match this wide spectrum of reasons for trustworthiness, the notion itself
becomes too loose. One could easily interpret almost any kind of reason for trustworthiness
as belonging to interests. Like this, we will not be able to differentiate between different
motivations for trustworthiness.

A robust theory of trust must allow us to do that if we want to understand trust in all
its shapes and forms. Trust is dynamic, it is complex and versatile. The trust I have in my
friend is different from the trust [ have in my sibling or a work colleague. In each of these
relationships I trust people with things that are specific to that relationship. I will not
confide in my work colleague as I confide in my friend. We must account for the context-
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dependency of trust and its determinants from one context to another. This includes the
different reasons the trustees may have for trustworthiness, if the truster finds those reasons
relevant enough to trust, and how she assesses them. People have multiple reasons to fulfill
others’ trust, beyond interests. Sometimes, interests go hand in hand with moral
commitments or sympathy. Other times, pursuing our interests might mean not being able
to keep a promise or fulfill a commitment.

The final issue is that early economic accounts of trust cannot explain social or
generalized trust. Social trust refers to trust we have in general others, including strangers.
In the standard rational choice model, trust in strangers is irrational because we know little
about them and we cannot form expectations about their trustworthiness. Generalized trust
can only happen in small, close-knit communities (Williams, 1988, p. 12), with tight social
relations, repeated interactions, and easily accessible information about others, even if from
third parties (Hardin, 2002, p. 21). Now, the social sciences took an interest in trust
precisely because social trust is assumed to foster economic prosperity (Knack & Keefer,
1997, Zak & Knack, 2001) and democracy (Putnam, 1993; Warren, 2018). Trust in
strangers can solve social dilemmas.

The issue is, are we all irrational to trust strangers? In his emancipation theory of trust,
Yamagishi (1998) manages to explain trust in strangers within the rational choice
framework. He points to trustfulness rather than trustworthiness as an antecedent of trust.
Trustfulness is a disposition to trust in general, different from generalized expectations
about trustworthiness (1998, p. 46). It is relevant in situations of high social uncertainty
because it drives us to engage in new interactions with people whom we have little
information about. In Yamagishi’s view, this is rational because it allows us to pursue our
interests (1998, p. 67-68). We may subjectively think that interests do not motivate our
trusting others, yet we benefit from trust, directly or indirectly. In this sense, Yamagishi
maintains trust in the standard rational choice framework.

To Yamagishi, expectations about trustworthiness still play a role in trust formation.
High trusters are not simply naive. They are “good at understanding the minds and
characters of other people” (1998, p. 132), and can “read” cues of untrustworthiness better
than low trusters. There are two issues with Yamagishi’s theory, though. First, he does not
explain what cues we use to assess others’ trustworthiness, particularly when we deal with
strangers. Second, the notion that trust is rational because it eventually secures our interests
is not a satisfying explanation. If we want to understand trust drivers, we should be able to
explain the subjective deliberative processes of individuals and how expectations about
others’ trustworthiness affect them.

3.2 Behavioral accounts of trust

Behavioral economists use laboratory experiments to show that the standard rational choice
model does not adequately predict trust. Berg et al. (1995) are among the first to test the
trust game in experimental settings. They designed the so-called “investment game” to
measure differences in trust and trustworthiness among individuals. The game reflects an
economic exchange where trust is assumed to be the main driver of investment decisions.
The game is played once, under full anonymity. This way, researchers control for other
variables that could influence investment decisions, like reputation or sanctions.

In the game, two subjects, 4 and B, receive an equal sum of money. A4, the investor,
must decide whether to keep the money or transfer it all or part of it to B. If 4 decides to
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invest, B must make a similar choice. The experimenter triples each transfer or
“investment.” Both players are aware of the outcomes of their possible choices. If economic
agents are interested only in their own gains, there is no rational reason for 4 and B to
transfer money to each other (that is, cooperate). B gains nothing by transferring money
back to 4. 4 anticipates this and makes no initial investment. Although both players could
increase their earnings if they invested, the rational choice for each is to go home with the
endowment initially received. Figure 2 illustrates this decision-making situation in
sequential form. Both players initially hold 10 dollars. If each invested 5 dollars, each would
ultimately gain 20 dollars.

The experiment shows that the standard rational choice model used in the early
economic accounts cannot predict people’s trust-taking behaviors. Over 90% of “investors”
chose to invest, and many of trustees in B’s role reciprocated (Berg et al. 1995). The
hypothesis is that B transfers money back because she interprets 4’s behavior as trust.
Replications of the game in various countries and varying experimental settings produced
similar results (e.g., Ortmann et al., 2000; Koford, 1998; Willinger ef al., 1999; Snijders &
Keren, 1998).

Figure 2 — The investment game

Player A

Does not invest

Player B
{10, 10)

Does not mvest Invests

{5, 25) {20, 20}

The implications of behavioral studies on the notion of trust oppose those of early
economic accounts. First, trust does not necessarily reflect expectations about others’
trustworthiness. People trust in the absence of such expectations. The investment game is
usually played in full anonymity, so player 4 cannot assess and predict B’s trustworthy
behavior. In early economic accounts, A’s decision to invest is irrational. Yet, a high
percentage of people do it. Behavioral economists conclude that the concept of rationality
in the standard rational choice model is wrong. Second, if trust does not reflect
trustworthiness expectations, it belongs to the realm of decisions, actions, or behaviors.
Some behavioral economists even separate cognitive trust from behavioral trust.
Fetchenhauer et al. (2017, p. 140) argue, “trust at the cognitive level is not identical to trust
at the behavioral level. The two are dissociated, and that can lead to patterns of thought and
behavior suggesting, somewhat paradoxically, that people trust both too little and too much
at the same time, depending on the level of trust one is focusing on.”

Finally, trust-taking relies on emotions “in addition to economic considerations
concerning monetary outcomes” (Engelmann & Fehr, 2017, p. 34). Failure to reciprocate
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trust triggers an emotional reaction called betrayal or exploitation aversion. This is a form
of social anxiety that inhibits cooperative behaviors (Fehr er al., 2005; Bohnet &
Zeckhauser, 2004; Fehr, 2009). It emerges when betrayal seems to be intentional (Bohnet
et al., 2008). Pharmacological studies further explore how emotions mediate trust-taking
by administering oxytocin to subjects in the investment game (e.g., Kosfeld et al., 2005;
Baumgartner et al., 2008; Mikolajczak et al., 2010; De Dreu et al., 2010; Van [Jzendoorn
and Bakermans-Kranenburg, 2012; Zhong et al., 2012). Oxytocin regulates bonding with
offspring and sexual partners (Churchland 2011). It influences social behavior (Skuse &
Gallagher, 2009; Meyer-Lindenberg et al., 2011) and facilitates social cognition (Kirsch et
al., 2005; Domes et al., 2007a; 2007b; Guastella et al., 2008; 2010). Kosfeld et al. (2005),
for instance, show that oxytocin enhances trust-taking behaviors. Investors in the treatment
group transferred money 45% of the time compared to 21% in the control group. The effect
disappeared when subjects played the game with a computer.

Behavioral economists investigated what drives trust in the absence of expectations
about trustworthiness. Some argue that trust reflects the agents’ social preferences, like
aversion to inequity (Fehr & Schmidt, 1999; Bolton & Ockenfels, 2000), concern for social
welfare (Charness & Rabin, 2002; Andreoni & Miller, 2002), or reciprocity (Rabin, 1993;
Chatterjee et al., 2019). The issue with these models is that choices are driven by
anticipated outcomes. There is no investigation of the intentions or decision-making
processes underlying trust-taking (McCabe et al., 2003; Krueger et al., 2017). The models
are more suitable to explain trustworthiness rather than trust. Other studies focus on the
expressive function of trust. The act itself and its meaning seem to motivate trust-taking.
Trust involves a complex association of beliefs, norms, and emotions (Fetchenhauer et al.,
2017). Dunning et al. (2012; 2014) argue that trust is about compliance with an injunctive
norm. Individuals feel like they have a social obligation to trust, associated with fulfilling
a duty or social responsibility, whereas distrust is associated with guilt or anxiety.
Yamagishi et al. (2015) argue that trust may be motivated by a preference related to one’s
own identity — we wish to perceive ourselves as trustful individuals. Newer studies show
that trust is neither fully rational nor fully expressive. The decision to trust reflect the
agents’ “bounded rationality” (Evans & Krueger, 2016). Krueger et al. (2017, p. 122)
explain that the truster simply compares possible gains and losses. She estimates the
probability that the trustee will reciprocate by projecting her own prosocial orientation onto
the trustee. This assessment is limited because it is difficult for the truster to assess the
trustee’s motives and work with probabilities optimally. This is a quick, egocentric, and
heuristic strategy that allows the truster to make a “good enough” decision.

There are two issues with the definition of trust and trust formation in behavioral
economics. First, behavioral economists discount the role of expectations about
trustworthiness in trust-taking. This leads to the paradoxical situation where one can trust
at a behavioral level without believing that the other is trustworthy. Trust must involve at
least a minimal degree of belief about others’ trustworthiness. Otherwise, what we call
“trust” may simply be a cooperative behavior. Behavioral economists assume that, if 4
trusts B, then 4 will cooperate with B and, if 4 cooperates with B, then it means that 4
trusts B. Trust is not a necessary condition for cooperation, though.

Second, there is no insight on the trusters’ subjective experience in trust-taking. We
do not know what eventually determines trust and the decision-making processes
associated with it. The accounts above do not separate the payoff matrix from the agents’
subjective experience, that is, how they perceive and interpret the objective structure of the
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trust problem (Rompf, 2015). In real life, people assess trustworthiness based on certain
cues, and these assessments are intrinsically linked to the context of the trust situation and
the object of trust, that is, the things we trust others with. Explanations of trust formation
should focus how people form expectations about trustworthiness, beyond material
outcomes. Subjective probabilities are a consequence of the actors’ beliefs and desires,
their worldview, and their perceptions of those around them (Castelfranchi & Falcone,
2000, p. 6). Trust influences actors’ perceptions on the possible gains from cooperation.
To understand how, we must first explain how beliefs about trustworthiness form.

3.3 An integrative account of economic approaches on trust

Rompf (2015) integrates the competing explanations of trust formation in early economic
accounts and behavioral accounts. Considering that rationality is flexible and adaptive, he
uses the “dual process paradigm” to explain that “human cognition may occur in either a
rational or an automatic mode” (2015, p. 157). The automatic mode involves minimal
cognitive effort, is unconscious, and relies on intuition, readily available associations, and
heuristics. The rational mode uses complex, explicit, conscious, inferential, and controlled
reasoning. The former is fast, emotional, associative, and learns slowly (Kahneman, 2011).
The latter is slow, sequential, consciously monitored, voluntarily controlled, and requires
cognitive effort (Kahneman, 2011).

To explain trust formation, Rompf argues that subjects interpret the trust situation via
mental trust-related schemata. These are “(1) frames, that is, mental models of typical
situations, and (2) scripts, broadly understood as ‘programs of behavior’” (Rompf, 2015,
p. 198). Frames largely belong to common knowledge. They are socially and culturally
shared. Activation of a frame triggers certain scripts or behavioral patterns. The
“sufficiency principle” and “effort-accuracy tradeoffs” govern the selection between the
automatic and rational mode of information processing via frames and scripts.
Unconditional trust, that is, “trust without doubtful and conscious elaboration” (Rompf,
2015, p. 216) uses the automatic mode of information processing. Conditional trust, where
“the trustor subjectively faces the trust problem and elaborates on his future course of
action” (Rompf, 2015, p. 216), activates the rational mode. Expectations about
trustworthiness form only in conditional trust (Rompf, 2015, p. 224). Situational cues
derived from communication, identity signaling, and impression management help the
formation of such expectations.

Rompf provides a more coherent account of the link between trust and rationality. The
shortcoming in his model is the lack of a clear and complete definition of trustworthiness
and how we form such expectations about others. A robust explanation of trust formation
should map the criteria and the information based on which we form trustworthiness
expectations, as well as the factors that influence the belief formation processes. It should
also cover unconditional trust. While the cognitive processes involved in it are quick, thin,
unconscious, and prone to errors, it does not mean that trustworthiness expectations are
absent. If they were, we would not be talking about trust. The fact that they form
spontaneously does not absolve us from the task of understanding how they form. Rompf’s
model cannot explain, for instance, why a smile is enough to trust in certain contexts, while
in others we need more solid evidence.

The analysis of early economic and behavioral accounts of trust, as well as Rompf’s
attempt at integrating the two, highlights a significant gap in how trust and trust formation
have been conceptualized. That is the failure to adequately define trustworthiness and
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account for the expectations of trustworthiness that are integral to trust. Early economic
accounts reduce trust to the calculation of risks and outcomes based on rational choice
theory and present a simplistic notion of trustworthiness. Behavioral models introduce
psychological avenues to explain trust at the behavioral level but overlook the belief
forming processes underlying trust-taking. Rompf provides a notion of individual
rationality that is more suitable to explain individual decision-making in trust situations.
But his account still falls short to explain how individuals form and justify their beliefs
about the trustworthiness of others. These shortcomings point to the need of separating
trust from rational choice and exploring trust formation from an epistemological
perspective. In this perspective, an account of trust formation should focus on the reasons
that justify the belief that one is trustworthy. This belief can indeed determine trust-taking,
but it need not lead there. Reasons for cooperation, like the anticipation of certain
outcomes, should not be conflated with reasons for believing one is trustworthy.

An epistemological account of trust formation addresses these shortcomings by
focusing on the nature and justification of beliefs about trustworthiness. Such an account
should integrate cognitive, emotional, and contextual factors that influence how beliefs are
formed and adjusted considering new evidence or experiences. By examining the
mechanisms through which individuals assess trustworthiness, an epistemological
approach can provide a more comprehensive framework for understanding trust. This
framework not only considers the logical and empirical grounds upon which trust-related
beliefs are based but also incorporates the socio-cultural dimensions that influence these
processes. Thus, moving towards an epistemological model of trust formation not only
bridges the conceptual gaps identified in existing theories. It also enriches our
understanding by highlighting the complex interplay of factors that underpin trust in
dynamic social interactions.

4. The epistemology of trust

An adequate explanation of trust formation must account for the information that feeds into
the belief formation processes about the trustworthiness of others. It must define the criteria
based on which trusters assess available information, the psychological and contextual
factors that influence beliefs about trustworthiness, as well as when they are well-grounded
or justified.

My account of trust formation relies on the definition of trustworthiness which I
propose in Banu (2023). I argue there that one is trustworthy if she is competent,
predictable, and responsive with respect to the thing that we trust her with (the object of
trust). Competence means possessing the necessary abilities to fulfill one’s trust with
respect to something, as well as the capacity to assess and choose the optimal way to apply
those abilities in fulfilling the trust. Predictability means both being reliable and having the
relevant reasons to fulfill one’s trust with respect to the object of trust. Responsiveness
captures the trustee’s intentionality about or directed at the truster, her willingness to meet
the truster’s needs with respect to the object of trust. These criteria provide the necessary
and sufficient conditions for trustworthiness assessments. While they apply to any trust
situation, my account acknowledges that specific information that feeds into the assessment
of each criterion will vary with context. Competence, predictability, and responsiveness
mean different things in different trust situations.
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My account of trust formation rests on the following prerequisites. First, uncertainty
is inherent in trust formation. The available information about others is always incomplete
and imperfect. Second, trust is a three-place predicate of the form “A trusts B with X.” That
1s, trust is specific to a certain object, it does not simply describe 4’s general trust in B. A’s
assessment of B’s trustworthiness is particularized to the object of her trust in B. Third,
trust is highly context-dependent, and it varies in time. The three-place formula above must
be restated as: “A trusts B with X in context C, at time ¢’ (Bauer & Freitag, 2018, p. 16).
Finally, trust reflects a degree of belief about another’s trustworthiness. My account allows
for instant or spontaneous trust, but not complete or “blind” trust. The latter amounts to
faith, which is evidently different from trust.

The information we gather about others from different sources constitutes the input of
our assessments about their trustworthiness. We can gather information from (i) direct
observations of their actions, behaviors, reactions; (ii) second-person reporting, that is,
statements they make about themselves; (ii1) the history of interactions and the relationship
we have with them; (iv) third-party sources, including reputation; (v) the context of
interaction. We ground assessments about others’ trustworthiness in cues we collect from
all these sources. We may not have access to all sources at the same time. When trusting a
stranger, the information we can gather is limited and it is mainly based on the context of
interaction. Plus, not all the information we can gather is relevant to assess trustworthiness.
The available information is relevant only the extent to which it allows us to assess the
trustee’s competence, predictability, and responsiveness.

Various psychological factors influence our assessments about trustworthiness, such
as our own high or low propensity to trust in general, affects (moods and emotions),
heuristics and biases. As high trusters are more optimistic than low trusters (Carver &
Scheier, 2018), they will focus their attention on signals of trustworthiness rather than
untrustworthiness (Aspinwall et al., 2001). Moods and emotions feed our beliefs about
others by “telling” us how we feel about them (Schwarts & Clore, 1988). They provide
interpretation patterns based on which we assess the relevance of available information
(Jones, 1996, p. 12). Heuristics and biases affect the accuracy of our judgments
(Kahneman, 2011). For example, we overestimate intentions or personality traits in
observing others’ behaviors and neglect situational constraints (Ross, 1977). Contextual
factors such as the environment, norms of interaction, and culture can also influence our
perceptions of others. Context means the entire set of contingent circumstances that make
up a particular situation. It can both inform and influence perception. I may be more
inclined to perceive you as trustworthy if I meet you at the university library in the morning
rather than on a deserted street at night (Altman Klein et al., 2019, p. 12). Cultural norms
and practices provide a framework for understanding and interpreting others’ behaviors
(Hinton, 2016, p. 148). It distorts to some extent our view of the world (Wilson, 2007).

As imperfect as they may be, perceptions and judgements about others must meet the
three criteria of trustworthiness to be able to say that we trust someone. Based on them, we
must be able to assess if the trustee is competent, predictable, and responsive with respect
to the thing we want to trust her with. The three criteria are necessary and sufficient
conditions for trustworthiness. However, depending on the context of trust, one criterion
may be more relevant than the others, so it will weigh heavier in our assessments. My trust
in my doctor is grounded mainly in her competence. Competence is such an important
indicator in this case that I might unconsciously overlook the other criteria. Yet, no matter
how competent she might be, I will not trust her if I notice that she treats her patients badly.
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That means she is not responsive to the needs of those that rely on her. My account of trust
formation does not presume that in real trust situations people consciously and thoroughly
assess the three criteria as such. Yet, assessments of others’ trustworthiness must meet the
three criteria to consider them trustworthy.

Based on the three criteria, the output of A’s assessment about B’s trustworthiness is
the degree to which A trusts B. This is a function of A’s degree of belief about B’s
trustworthiness (with respect to X in context C, at time ¢). This reflects how certain A4 is
about her belief, that is, about the sufficiency, relevance, and accuracy of the evidence that
feeds her belief, and the reliability of the cognitive processes via which she formed that
belief.

How do we know our expectations about others’ trustworthiness are warranted? What
is the acceptable degree of belief above which we are justified to say we trust someone? In
the context of trust, warranted means that trust “successfully targets a trustworthy person”
(McLeod, 2022, para. 2). Taken as such, this does not tell us much. Plus, there are situations
where it seems we have every reason to trust and yet we are disappointed. Does that mean
that our trust was not justified? What does justification mean in the context of trust and
how do we know we have good grounds for believing that a person is trustworthy?

There is no foolproof answer to these questions. Trust does not reflect a belief in the
sense in which we discuss about beliefs in philosophical epistemology. Trust relies rather
on a “street-level epistemology” (Hardin, 2002, p. 115). The knowledge involved in it is
highly subjective. While we may wish to form true beliefs about others, we do not seek to
find out if we can rely on them for the sake of truth, but because we aim to achieve some
goals. Trust helps us navigate uncertain social situations and achieve our objectives,
without it being instrumental. When we assess trustworthiness, the point is to gather
enough information to satisfy, not fulfill, the three criteria for trustworthiness to an extent
that we find acceptable. The stakes of the trust situation (how important the object of trust
is to us) and the specific circumstances of it define “acceptable.” I will not hand over the
keys to my apartment to some stranger in the street, but I might trust her to point me
correctly to some address that [ am looking for.

On this account, warranted beliefs about the trustworthiness of strangers are not
impossible to form. They will rely on minimal evidence, drawn from the context of our
interactions, and on heuristics. This does not mean that they are completely unreliable. As
social beings, we are equipped to observe others and make quick inferences about their
intentions or actions. We rely on various cues to form beliefs when we lack solid
information. We automatically judge trustworthiness based on appearance or status
(Thielmann & Hilbig, 2015), facial expressions (Todorov ef al. 2005; 2008), or emotions
(Dunn & Schweitzer, 2005). Surely, we should not rely too much on the accuracy of such
evidence (Uddenburg et al., 2020). However, we form such beliefs and we act based on
them all the time, without being aware. As Kahneman (2011) explains, the automatic
cognitive mode, which is biased and prone to systematic errors, can produce quite accurate
representations in social situations. Plus, it can be trained to solve swiftly and correctly
various problems. Trust in strangers may warranted if beliefs about their trustworthiness
are calibrated to the stakes and circumstances of the specific trust situation.



34 —— | niversity of Bucharest — Carlo Bo University of Urbino se—

5. Concluding remarks

In this paper, I critically examine early economic and behavioral models of trust formation.
I highlight their failure to address trustworthiness expectations adequately. Early models
restrict trust formation to rational choice. They focus on narrow self-interest and overlook
the broader complexity of trustworthiness expectations. Behavioral models equate trust
with cooperative behavior, neglecting the central role of trustworthiness expectations. To
address these gaps, my paper introduces an epistemological account of trust formation that
emphasizes competence, predictability, and responsiveness as key criteria for
trustworthiness assessments. My account goes beyond economic or behavioral incentives
for trust while acknowledging the psychological and contextual factors that could influence
the formation of trustworthiness expectations. Trust is warranted when evidence about
others’ trustworthiness satisfies these criteria given the stakes and specific context of the
trust situation.

This paper challenges previous models of trust formation and proposes a different
outlook on trust and trust research. It builds on the assumption that human decision-making
is even more sophisticated than current traditional and behavioral models of rational
choice. It pleads for an acknowledgement on how people’s beliefs guide choice. Decision-
making models should integrate belief forming processes in explaining and predicting
people’s choices, as complex and imperfect as these processes may be. Theoretical and
empirical accounts of trust should expand to include the multifaceted ways in which trust
is shaped by individual history, psychological states, and cultural background.
Methodologically, the account I propose calls for a mix of quantitative and qualitative
methods to understand trust formation across different contexts and cultures. Case studies
and interviews could substantiate quantitative research and offer an integrative narrative
for the currently contradictory results produced by attitudinal measurements and behavioral
studies on trust. From a practical point of view, the proposed criteria for trustworthiness
serve as valuable tools for assessing and building trust in interpersonal relationships and
organizations. They are particularly relevant for professionals such as managers and
therapists, whose effectiveness heavily relies on establishing trust. This understanding
could inform trust-building strategies tailored to specific contexts like business
negotiations or team collaboration.

The primary limitation of my account is the lack of empirical research to support it.
The three criteria are stated as logical conditions for trustworthiness assessments. While |
use empirical research to support the build-up of my account, further empirical research is
required to validate and refined the proposed framework. Future research should examine
what cues people look at when assessing trustworthiness in others and how trustworthiness
perceptions evolve over time and under varying circumstances. It should explore the
cognitive processes behind trustworthiness assessments and their dependency on factors
like culture and personal experiences.
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