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Trust is essential for a secure and flourishing social life, but many economic and philosophical
approaches argue that rational people should never extend it, in particular to strangers they will never
encounter again. Emerging data on the trust game, a laboratory economic exchange, suggests that people
trust strangers excessively (i.e., far more than their tolerance for risk and cynical views of their peers
should allow). What produces this puzzling “excess” of trust? We argue that people trust due to a norm
mandating that they show respect for the other person’s character, presuming the other person has
sufficient integrity and goodwill even if they do not believe it privately. Six studies provided converging
evidence that decisions to trust follow the logic of norms. Trusting others is what people think they
should do, and the emotions associated with fulfilling a social duty or responsibility (e.g., guilt, anxiety)
account for at least a significant proportion of the excessive trust observed. Regarding the specific norm
in play, trust rates collapse when respect for the other person’s character is eliminated as an issue.
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Trust is a paradoxical phenomenon. Consider the fact that trust
is crucial for a secure and flourishing social life. It is difficult to
think of a marriage or friendship lasting long without trust
(Deutsch, 1958; Simpson, 2007) or any organization or firm thriv-
ing (Kramer, 1998; Kreps, 1990). It is implausible for a govern-
ment to survive without trust between its citizens and its political
institutions (Fukuyama, 1995; Sullivan & Transue, 1999). Trust is
crucial not only among those with established relationships; it is
also especially vital between strangers within social groups who
have no responsibility toward each other outside of a single,
transitory interaction. eBay or the roadside farmer’s market could
not exist without trust among strangers. Indeed, trust has been
called a core social motive (Fiske, 2003). Nations displaying more
trust among strangers tend to have higher rates of economic
growth (Fetchenhauer & Van der Vegt, 2001; Knack & Keefer,
1997; Putnam, 1993) and happiness (Oishi, Kesebir, & Diener,
2011).

Albeit essential to social life, trust is also irrational, according to
intellectual treatments throughout the centuries. Philosophers such
as Machiavelli (1515/2003) and Hobbes (1660/1997) have coun-
seled people against trust. The assertion is that if recipients of trust

are rational actors serving exclusively their own self-interest, they
have every reason to exploit trust as soon as it is in their interest
to do so. Thus, one should never offer one’s trust unless the other
person’s response is placed under such heavy constraints or sanc-
tions that the person is compelled to honor it. In modern times,
neoclassical economics most strongly asserts this conclusion
(Berg, Dickhaut, & McCabe, 1995; Bolle, 1998). This theoretical
inevitability of exploitation makes trust a fool’s errand, especially
when dealing with strangers under no compulsion to reward any
trust.

Given this contradiction, it is no surprise that trust, especially
among strangers, has become a vital topic over the past 20 years in
economics (Johnson & Mislin, 2011), sociology (Dunning &
Fetchenhauer, 2010a; Snijders & Keren, 2001), political science
(Wilson & Eckel, 2011), and even neurobiology (Kosfeld, Hei-
nrichs, Zak, Fischbacher, & Fehr, 2005). According to the Institute
for Science Index, citations to sources mentioning “trust and
economic games” or “trust game” (to provide a conservative gauge
of interest in trust among strangers) have gone from 6 the year
before Berg et al. (1995) published their behavioral measure of
trust to 3,947 in 2013.

In contrast, psychology, perhaps the most natural home for trust
research, has given the topic comparatively less attention. Al-
though there are extant and important instances of research on
intergroup trust (e.g., Brewer, 1999; Dovidio et al., 2008) and
interpersonal trust (e.g., Balliet & Van Lange, 2013a; Holmes &
Rempel, 1989; Kelley & Thibault, 1978; Mikulincer, 1998), the
overall coverage of such a key topic is surprisingly thin, especially
given statements that trust is “one of the most important compo-
nents—and perhaps the most essential ingredient—for the devel-
opment and maintenance of happy, well-functioning relationships”
(Simpson, 2007, p. 587) and “one of the most desired qualities in
any close relationship” (Rempel, Holmes, & Zanna, 1985, p. 95).
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Our goal in the current research is to build on knowledge
gleaned from adjacent fields to investigate trust behavior between
strangers at zero acquaintance. Despite the protests of philosophers
and economists that it is irrational to do so, people trust strangers
and those strangers reward that trust in study after study (for
reviews, see Balliet & Van Lange, 2013a; Evans & Krueger, 2009;
Johnson & Mislin, 2011; Wilson & Eckel, 2011).

We ask what motivates trust in such circumstances. In doing so,
we adopt a definition of trust as a psychological state comprising
the intention to accept vulnerability based on the chance of reward
from positive intentions or behavior of another. This definition is
similar to common definitions used in economics and psychology
(see Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & Camerer, 1998, p. 395), but it
contains one major difference: Most theorists view trust behavior
as an extension of a person’s interpersonal expectations (i.e.,
people trust others when they expect to be rewarded for it), but
readers will soon see we do not hold this view (see Dunning &
Fetchenhauer, 2010a, 2010b; Dunning, Fetchenhauer, &
Schlösser, 2012; Fetchenhauer & Dunning, 2009).

We begin our analysis by noting that current empirical data
present a mystery to explain: People display far too much trust in
laboratory interactions between strangers, relative to the rates
predicted by current approaches to trust that emphasize risk toler-
ance and social expectations about whether others will prove
trustworthy. We explain this excess of trust by asserting that risk
and social expectations fail to play an exclusive role in trust
behavior at zero acquaintance. Trust behavior is also importantly
influenced by injunctive norms. We hypothesize in particular that
people possess a norm to respect another person’s character and so
trust others to ensure their social behavior aligns with that norm. In
their choices, they must give another person the benefit of the
doubt when it comes to his or her moral makeup—even if they
privately believe that human nature is anything but honorable or
benevolent. If they distrust, they risk violating that social pretense.

Assessing Trust via Behavior: The Trust Game

Our assertions about trust at zero acquaintance depend crucially
on a disconnection between risk tolerance and social expectations
on one side of the ledger and trust behavior on the other. Thus, it
is crucial to study trust in a straightforward behavioral context in
which risk tolerance, social expectations, and trust behavior can be
assessed.

In the current research, we examine trust among strangers with
a laboratory paradigm that comes originally from behavioral eco-
nomics (Berg et al., 1995; Camerer, 2003; Croson & Buchan,
1999; Dunning & Fetchenhauer, 2010b; Kreps, 1990). In this
paradigm, alternatively called the investment or trust game, par-
ticipants begin with a small amount of money (e.g., $5), which
they are given or requested to bring to the laboratory. Participants
are asked whether they wish to keep this money or to give it to an
anonymous stranger in the experiment. If they choose to give it,
the money is inflated by some factor (e.g., by a factor of 4, to $20),
and recipients of the money are asked whether they wish to keep
the entire $20 or give $10 back to the first participant. Both players
know the rules of the game but not which choice the other player
has made. Players are also informed that they will never meet each
other and thus will remain forever mutually anonymous.

Variations of this game are common. At times, it has a binary
format, as above, in which participants in the role of first person
(the trustor) must keep or give all the money in question and those
in the role of the second person (the trustee) must keep all or give
half back. In other, more continuous variations, either participant
can instead give some portion of the money, from 0% to 100%.
The amount they give is multiplied by some factor, and the trustee
must decide how much, if any, of the resultant amount to give back
to the trustor.

At its core, the choice of the first participant mirrors trust as it
is theoretically defined: a decision about becoming vulnerable to
another person’s exploitation to possibly achieve a benefit (e.g.,
when trusting an acquaintance with a secret entails makes oneself
vulnerable to betrayal with the possible benefit of deepening a
friendship). Supporting this analogy, the game also fits laypeople’s
intuitive notions of trust: 78% of respondents describe the game in
terms of “trust,” “faith in people,” or both (Dunning et al., 2012).
In other work, when participants judged various labels for the
game, the four most-endorsed labels were Choice, Decision, Trust,
and Risk Game (Anderson & Dunning, n.d.). Further, people
subliminally primed with trust concepts give more money to the
trustee than do those primed with distrust (Posten, Ockenfels, &
Mussweiler, 2013). Additionally, people from countries with high
rates of trust in this paradigm tend to endorse trust more on
large-scale surveys such as the World Values Survey (Johnson &
Mislin, 2012), although the association between survey and be-
havioral measures of trust is famously weak (Wilson & Eckel,
2011).

Finally and most important, behavior in the game is also corre-
lated with reports about everyday acts of trust, such as loaning
money to a friend or leaving a door unlocked (Fehr, Fischbacher,
von Rosenbladt, Schupp, & Wagner, 2002; Glaeser, Laibson,
Scheinkman, & Soutter, 2000); with measures of generalized trust
toward strangers (but not known others; Naef & Schupp, 2009);
and with measures of stable individual propensities to trust (Evans
& Revelle, 2008). Thus, the trust game is well validated as a
convenient and controlled way to study trust behaviorally among
strangers. In recent years it has come more into the mainstream of
social psychology, as researchers have recognized its value as a
tool (e.g., Klapwijk & Van Lange, 2009).

Instrumental and Consequentialist
Approaches to Trust

Why do people trust despite the cautionary exhortations of
economists and philosophers? Ironically, trust makes little sense
under a “rational actor” model; yet, virtually all contemporary
theoretical treatments of trust in economics and psychology ex-
plicitly or implicitly assume the operation of such a rational actor,
in that they emphasize an instrumental and consequentialist logic.
By instrumental, we mean that people do not trust just for the sake
of it but do so in order to gain some future benefit. By conse-
quentialist, we mean that people trust based on the outcomes
they think their trust will bring once the trusted person makes a
response. That is, trust is simply a means to an end. Under this
logic, people trust others when they hold adequate expectations
that their trust will be honored and that the payoffs are worth the
risk (Berg et al., 1995). Essentially, in the very tradition of ex-
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pected utility models, trust is commonly conceptualized as tanta-
mount to expected trustworthiness on the part of others.

Even in psychology, where the notion of people as rational
actors has been long since rejected in general, trust is typically
studied as the positive outcome of a risk analysis and expectation
(Bacharach & Gambetta, 2001; Baldwin, Fehr, Keedian, Seidel, &
Thompson, 1993; Barber, 1983; Deutsch, 1958; Evans & Krueger,
2011; Fraley & Shaver, 2000; Kramer & Carnevale, 2001; Murray,
Holmes, & Collins, 2006; Pruitt & Rubin, 1986). Indeed, in one
recent review of the psychological literature, Simpson (2007)
stated that “intergroup researchers, for example, have defined trust
as a specific set of socially learned expectations [emphasis added]
that people hold about various social systems, ranging from other
people to social organizations to the larger moral social order” (p.
589). In addition, popular individual difference measures of trust,
such as the Rotter scale, focus almost exclusively on generalized
expectations about the trustworthiness or benevolence of others
(e.g., “Hypocrisy is on the rise in our society”; Rotter, 1967, 1971).
General social surveys, such as the World Values Survey, also
assess trust by asking about expectations about people in general
and a country’s institutions (Johnson & Mislin, 2012).

The Issue: Excessive Trust Given Expectations and
Risk Tolerance

Recent experiments using the trust game cause trouble for such
accounts of trust. Data repeatedly show that trust fails to follow the
instrumental and consequentialist logic assigned to it by theory.
People are remarkably cynical about their peers in binary trust
games, believing roughly on average that only 45% will hand any
money back, even though a large majority—roughly 80%—of
those peers typically do (Fetchenhauer & Dunning, 2009). Despite
this cynicism, a majority of people still go ahead and trust their
peers, with as many as 75% giving money to a stranger despite
their pessimistic expectations of return.

They do so even though the risk they take is far greater than the
maximum they indicate they are willing to tolerate in other types
of gambles with equivalent outcomes. For example, when told
explicitly that the chance their trust would be reciprocated was
only 46%, the majority (54%) of participants give their money
anyway. Significantly fewer (29%) of the same people state a
willingness to bet $5 to possibly win $10 when presented with the
same odds and payoffs in a lottery (Fetchenhauer & Dunning,
2012; see Berg et al., 1995, for similar findings).

Further data show that trust is correlated moderately at best with
expectations that the trust will be honored (Fetchenhauer & Dun-
ning, 2009; Glaeser et al., 2000; Lazzarini, Madalozzo, Artes, &
Siqueira, 2005) and not at all with a person’s level of risk tolerance
(Ashraf, Bohnet, & Plankov, 2006; Ben-Ner & Halldorsson, 2010;
Eckel & Wilson, 2004; Kanagaretnam, Mestelman, Nainar, &
Shehata, 2009). To be sure, the role of expectation and risk
tolerance in trust behavior cannot be totally dismissed, for some
researchers find such a relationship (e.g., Evans & Krueger, 2011;
Fetchenhauer & Dunning, 2010). In addition, recent reviews of
behavior in related social dilemmas, such as the prisoner’s di-
lemma game, have found strong relationships between social ex-
pectations and cooperation (e.g., Balliet & Van Lange, 2013a).

However, when it comes to trust, consequentialist variables such
as expectation and risk attitudes at best appear to play only a side

role in the patterns of trust observed. Trust at the behavioral level
(e.g., behavioral choice) is not the same as it is at a cognitive level
(i.e., beliefs about the trustworthiness of others), and the two
should not be conflated. That is, a choice to trust another person
should not be automatically taken as a statement of interpersonal
optimism at the cognitive level (see Dunning & Fetchenhauer,
2010b). However, if trust at the behavioral level is dissociated
from trust at the cognitive level, what explains the dissociation?

An Expressive Account of Trust: On Injunctive Norms

In the following studies, we turn to an account of trust that is
expressive in nature rather than instrumental (Dunning & Fetch-
enhauer, 2010a, 2013; Dunning et al., 2012). By expressive, we
mean that trust is motivated by effects produced by the act of trust
itself, regardless of more distal outcomes. Many effects derive
directly from the act of trust. For example, the action may provide
a self-signal of optimism and cooperativeness (Bodner & Prelec,
2002); it may establish a reputation of being a nice and valuable
person to others (Akerlof & Kranton, 2000; Fehr, 2004; Lacetera
& Macis, 2010); it may also provide the “warm glow” that people
feel after prosocial acts (Andreoni, 1989; Dunn, Aknin, & Norton,
2008).

We argue specifically that people trust because the act allows
them to honor an injunctive norm. People trust not because it is
what they want to do but because they feel it is an obligation of
their current social role. It is the action they ought to take. That is,
we agree with Deutsch (1973), who said, “to be distrustful is
morally far more flagrant than to be credulous. To sin is less
virtuous than to be sinned against” (p. 146; see Hartmann, 1932,
and Uslaner, 2002, for similar assertions about trust).

Recent work on the trust game demonstrates that behavior is
sensitive to normative considerations. Changing labels to compo-
nents of the game impacts trust rates. For instance, people trust
more if they are told they are interacting with a “partner” rather
than an “opponent” (Burnham, McCabe, & Smith, 2000). Among
the Maasai in Kenya, labeling the game as an osotua exercise
reduces transfers—presumably because osotua signifies a relation-
ship in which individuals or families can make requests freely of
each other but only to the extent of their need (Cronk, 2007).
Similar labeling effects have been observed in other types of social
dilemmas (Batson & Moran, 1999; Kay & Ross, 2003; Liberman,
Samuels, & Ross, 2004).

In focusing on normative influence, we should note that our
ambition was somewhat different from past research. Rather than
looking for moderation of trust by norms, we examined the pos-
sibility that norms are largely responsible for producing trust
among strangers. That is, if we strip trust behavior down to its
basic form, as represented by the standard trust game, does the
logic of norms serve to explain the unanticipated “excessive” rate
of trust commonly observed? We addressed this question by ex-
amining three classic measures of injunctive norms and gauging
their relation to trust. First, we asked whether trust follows what
people report they should do rather than want to do. Second, we
examined whether trust was predicted by emotions associated with
honoring social duties and meeting standards of behavior (Higgins,
1987). Finally, we asked how important others would judge one’s
behavior in the trust game, with the prediction that respondents
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would expect significant others to approve of trust more than
distrust (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010).

Specifying the Norm

Further, we sought to address two additional questions specify-
ing the type of norm people might follow in their trust behavior.

Social Versus Moral Norms

First, we examined whether the norms associated with trust
behavior are social or moral in nature. Careful readers will have
noticed that in attributing trust behavior to normative influences,
we have steered clear from labeling those normative influences as
“social.” We have done so because there is quite a bit of disagree-
ment in the sociological, anthropological, and economic literatures
about what constitutes a social norm, relative to more personal or
individual ones (Bicchieri, 2006; Dubreuil & Grégoire, 2013;
Elster, 2009; Shweder, Much, Mahapatra, & Park, 1997; Turiel,
1983; for a review, see Anderson & Dunning, 2014).

For example, Bicchieri (2006) stated that, for a norm to be
social, people must know of its existence and believe that others
either follow the norm or think it reflects what one ought to do.
Other scholars have gone further, arguing that social norms are
vigorously regulated within a cultural community (Elster, 2009):
People are rewarded for honoring those norms and punished for
violating them, even at cost to the person doing the punishment
(Balliet & Van Lange, 2013b; Chudek & Henrich, 2011; Fehr,
Fischbacher, & Gächter, 2002; Henrich et al., 2010). Under those
definitions, for the norms influencing our participants to be social
in nature, we should expect them to operate more strongly when
participants’ behavior is public rather than private; that is, when
their behavior is open to judgment and sanction.

Norms, however, need not be social, as defined above. Instead,
norms can be “moral” in nature, in that they become a standard of
behavior that is internalized and autonomous by the time one
leaves childhood (see Bicchieri, 2006; Elster, 2009). For instance,
norms of equal sharing or helping someone in distress are well
internalized by adulthood, thus requiring no further or current
social pressure to operate (Elster, 2007). This type of norm is
driven simply by an emotional response to a triggering situation,
and such responses are not conditioned on whether the behavior is
private or public. Thus, our first goal in defining the norm was to
identify which of these patterns it follows: that of a social or a
moral norm.

Examining the Specific Norm of Respect

We also sought to identify the specific norm people follow when
they trust, doing so by obviating it and examining whether trust
rates collapsed to levels associated with expectation and risk
tolerance. We tested in particular whether people trust out of a
norm of respect in which they take care about the signals their trust
behavior conveys about the character of the other person. Thus,
people may trust to maintain the pretense that the other person has
a worthy character; they may avoid distrust because such a choice
violates that pretense and shows disrespect. A recurring theme in
psychology (Miller, 2006), sociology (Goffman, 1958), and lin-
guistics (Brown & Levinson, 1987) is that people strive to avoid

violating another person’s “definition of a situation,” steering clear
of contradicting what they presume the other person believes about
themselves and the world around them. In particular, people re-
spect the “positive face” of the other person; namely, the pretense
that the other person has the character of a rational, moral, hon-
orable person who acts in good faith and with goodwill (Brown &
Levinson, 1987).

Research on speech acts reflects this respect: People respond to
sexist views with deflection and distraction rather than confronta-
tion (Swim & Hyers, 1999; Woodzicka & LaFrance, 2001), accept
apologies they privately believe to be insincere (Risen & Gilovich,
2007), and avoid displaying disagreement with conversation part-
ners (DePaulo & Bell, 1996). Herein, we suggest this desire to
maintain social pretenses extends from speech to the realm of
behavior. To trust is to affirm positive face. To distrust instead is
a “face threat” in that it questions the moral character of the other
individual. Note that when people apply this logic, their actual
beliefs about whether the other person is honorable are irrelevant.
Their actions, regardless of belief, must maintain that pretense.

Overview of Studies

The six studies that follow examined three general questions.
Studies 1 through 4 examined whether trust behavior displays the
signature of a norm and also whether that norm is more social or
moral in nature. Studies 5 and 6 examined whether the specific
norm people follow is one of respect for the other person’s char-
acter: Would trust rates deflate if the issue of the other person’s
character were removed from the decision?

We also examined whether trust behavior would once again fail
to follow the logic of expectation and risk tolerance (Fetchenhauer
& Dunning, 2009, 2012). We predicted that too many people
would trust, given their (pessimistic) expectations about others
trustworthiness and their level of risk tolerance. We predicted that
expectations of reciprocation and risk tolerance would at best be
weak and unreliable predictors of who trusts versus who does not.

Study 1: Probing for Indications of an
Injunctive Norm

In Study 1, we examined whether decisions to trust followed the
logic of injunctive norms. We presented participants with a version
of the binary trust game described above, in which the initial
endowment is $5, multiplied to $20 if given to Person B, and
explicitly asked participants what they “should” do as well as what
they “wanted” to do. In doing so, we were able to investigate
whether impressions of social obligation or correctness explain
why so many people trust relative to the rate suggested by an
economic analysis. We predicted that, regardless of what people
wanted to do, participants overall would feel they should trust
rather than not trust, and that this tendency would at least partially
explain why people trust more than the rate suggested by risk
tolerance and expectations.

We also examined which emotions—those related to social
obligation and duty versus those related to desire—best predicted
why “too many” people trust. Much work, in particular research on
self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987), shows that concerns
about social obligation bring about feelings of agitation—namely,
anxiety and guilt—when people contemplate failing to live up to
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social standards (Higgins, Bond, Klein, & Strauman, 1986; Hig-
gins, Shah, & Friedman, 1997; Roney & Sorrentino, 1995). In
contrast, emotions associated with desire tend to focus on what
would bring contentment and pleasure into a person’s life (Hasel-
huhn & Mellers, 2005; Mellers, 2000; Mellers, Schwartz, & Ritov,
1999).

A few extant studies provide some supportive, albeit indirect,
evidence that trust behavior involves more agitation emotions than
desire-related ones. First, when people report the emotions they
feel as they contemplate trust, guilt and calm are better predictors
of trust than are other emotions (Schlösser, Fetchenhauer, & Dun-
ning, 2013). In addition, when people are induced to feel fear (vs.
anger), they bet less on a lottery but risk more on another person
in a trust game (Kugler, Connolly, & Ordóñez, 2012). This is
consistent with agitation emotions nudging people toward adher-
ing to a social obligation or norm in the trust game.

As such, we proposed that participants would report more agi-
tation (i.e., anxiety and guilt) when considering forgoing trust than
giving it, and that this overall bias across participants would, in
part, explain why people trust to a degree beyond the limit imposed
by their expectations and risk tolerance.

Method

Participants. Participants were 38 Cornell University stu-
dents from large lecture psychology courses who took part for
extra credit toward their course grades.

Procedure. Participants were approached at the end of class
lectures and asked if they wanted to stay to take part in an
experiment for extra credit. Those who did were told that they
were to make a series of decisions (labeled merely “Decision 1,”
“Decision 2,” etc.) about what to do with money and that one of
the decisions would be a real one, to be carried out with actual
money at the end of the study. They were informed that they would
not learn which decision they was the real one until they had made
all decisions, and they were admonished to take all decisions
seriously. Finally, participants were also instructed that their de-
cisions would be anonymous, such that even the experimenter
would not know which decisions they reached.

In all, participants considered three scenarios. The first, a mea-
sure of risk tolerance, asked them to consider a chance to gamble
$5 to win $10 from the draw of a ball from an urn. Participants
were told that the urn contained 100 balls and were asked to state
the minimum number of winning balls the urn would have to
contain to entice them to gamble the $5.

In the second scenario, participants were asked to consider the
binary form of the trust game. They were told that they had been
matched to another individual in the experiment but that this
person would remain unknown to them throughout (and after) the
experiment. They were told they could be assigned the role of
either Person A or B with this individual. If they were assigned to
be Person A, they would have to decide whether they wanted to
keep $5 (in which case Person B would receive nothing) or give
the $5 to Person B. If they gave the money to Person B, the
experimenter would inflate the amount to $20 and give Person B
a choice: to either give $10 back to Person A or keep the entire
$20. Person B would have to make this decision before knowing
what Person A had decided.

Participants were first asked to consider what they wanted to do
and should do in this situation, with the additional instruction that
“sometimes, what people should do and what they want to do lead
to the same choice, sometimes they lead to different choices.”
Participants were then presented with two bipolar 7-point scales,
one asking them to rate how much they wanted to keep the money
versus give the money and the other asking them to report how
much they should keep the money versus give it. Higher numbers
indicated that one wanted to or should give rather than keep. The
midpoint of the scale (4) was labeled as “I am indifferent or
ambivalent.” Order of the two scales was counterbalanced across
participants.

Participants also rated how choosing to give versus keep the $5
would make them feel. They rated their feelings related to giving
along 14 different emotion dimensions and did the same for their
feelings about keeping the money. Three emotions had been clas-
sified a priori as related to wanting and desire (content, happy, and
pleased; �s � .70 and .81 for keeping and giving, respectively).
Four were classified as agitation emotions relating to violating
social obligations and standards (anxious, guilt, remorse, and
tense; �s � .89 and .72 for keeping and giving, respectively).
Next, participants indicated which decision they would make as
Person A and also indicated which decision they would make as
Person B. In addition, they estimated the overall percentage of
participants in the study who would choose to give money back
versus keep the entire $20.

The final scenario that participants faced was a simple one:
whether to receive $5 with certainty or to bet that $5 to possibly
win $10 on a flip of a coin. After participants completed this
decision and placed their questionnaires in anonymous folders,
they were told that this final decision was the one that would be
carried out. For those who decided to gamble, the experimenter
flipped a coin to determine each participant’s payment separately
(with “heads” the winning side of the coin). Other participants
were given $5.

Results and Discussion

Of 38 participants, 27 (71%) decided to hand their $5 to Person
B in the trust game.

Consequentialist predictors. This high level of trust
emerged although participants, on average, thought that only
52.5% (SD � 22.8%) of their peers would return money but
required, on average, a 63.8% (SD � 14.6%) chance of winning
in order to induce them to gamble $5 on the first question about
risk tolerance. In fact, according to their reports of risk toler-
ance and expectations of their peers, only 14 participants (37%)
should rationally have decided to trust, in that their expectations
that their peers would return the $10 matched or exceeded their
risk tolerance to gamble $5 on the previous question about the
urn. Indeed, 16 (42%) participants gave money to Person B
despite a risk tolerance and peer expectation that would predict
keeping it, whereas only 3 (8%) participants displayed the
opposite pattern. Thus, replicating past work, far too many
participants trusted relative to the predictions made by typical,
expectation-based definitions of trust (p � .004, two-tailed, by
sign test). Further demonstrating that trust decisions were not
driven by expectations or simple risk aversion, estimates of the
percentage of peers who would return money and risk tolerance

126 DUNNING ET AL.



both failed to predict trust behavior (see Table 1). In short and
echoing past research, trust decisions did not appear to emerge
as a function of a simple expectation-risk tolerance calculation.

We also found no evidence that a descriptive norm played any
a role in the excess of trust rates. As a measure of descriptive norm
on average, participants thought that only 48.6% (SD � 18.90) of
their peers would trust. Thus, there was no overall perception that
an overwhelming majority of peers would trust, potentially putting
pressure on participants themselves to trust to excess. What, then,
did predict why so many people trusted?

Should versus want. Not surprisingly, wanting to trust and
feeling one should trust were both related to the decision partici-
pants made. Ratings of “want” and “should” were uncorrelated
with each other, r(36) � .14, p � .40, but each in separate logistic
regressions predicted the likelihood that a participant would trust
(see Table 1). Both variables were significantly related to trust
when placed in a simultaneous regression (for want, L-R �2 �
21.00, p � .001, ORstandardized � 21.00; for should, L-R �2 � 7.89,
p � .005, ORstandardized � 7.95).1 Should ratings remained signif-
icant after we controlled for expectations that Person B would
reciprocate trust (see Table 1).

However, further analyses revealed that only should ratings
could explain why so many participants trusted over and above the
economic analysis. Overall, ratings of want (M � 3.97, SD � 2.11)
fell almost exactly on the scale midpoint of indifference (i.e., 4)
between trusting and not trusting (t � 1, ns), with virtually equal
numbers stating they wanted to trust versus not trust (17 vs. 18,
respectively). Thus, there was no overall bias in what people
wanted to do that could explain why the majority opted for trust
over the alternative.

However, for ratings of should, there was a clear bias. Partici-
pants on average thought they should trust the other person over
forgoing trust (M � 5.50, SD � 1.81), which was significantly
different from the scale midpoint of indifference (see Table 1). Of
our 38 participants, 29 (76%) stated they should trust, whereas
only 6 (16%) stated the opposite. Thus, there was a sizable con-
sensus among our participants that they should trust. According to
our logistic regression, if participants overall had been indifferent
between giving versus keeping the $4 in their should ratings (i.e.,
the mean rating fell at the scale midpoint of 4), the trust rate would
have dropped from 71%, the observed rate, to 55%.

Agitation versus contentment. An examination of the emo-
tions participants attached to keeping versus giving the money also
showed that both desire and norms anticipated their decisions. We
took the difference in ratings of the desire emotions that partici-
pants reported when they considered trusting versus not trusting.
We did the same for the social obligation emotions related to
agitation. In separate regression analyses, both differences pre-
dicted the likelihood of trust. The more contented participants
thought they would be with a decision to trust over forgoing trust,
the more they opted to give the $5; the more agitated they felt
about trusting versus not, the less participants opted to trust (see
Table 1). The relation of agitation to trust decisions remained
significant even after controlling for participants’ expectations
about Person B (see Table 1).

Again, it was agitation and not contentment that was the most
likely candidate to explain why an excess of participants trusted.
Participants were more content to trust (vs. not trust) but to a
degree only barely reaching marginal significance (Ms � 3.12 and

2.67, SDs � 0.94 and 0.80, respectively; see Table 1). In contrast,
participants were much more agitated about forgoing trust than
trusting (Ms � 2.69 and 1.85, SDs � 1.41 and 1.04, respectively;
see Table 1). In terms of the logistic regression, if participants had
been, instead, equally agitated by both options, trust rates would
have fallen to 64%. (A comparable analysis for contentment emo-
tions lowers trust rates from 71% down to only 69%.)2

Summary. In sum, in Study 1 we found that trust followed the
logic of injunctive norms much more than consequentialist, eco-
nomic principles. Consequentialist variables, such as risk tolerance
or expectations of reward, failed to predict trust decisions. Indeed,
far too many people trusted given their relative aversion to risk and
cynicism they held about the trustworthiness of their peers. Al-
though over 70% of participants trusted, the rate predicted purely
by consequentialist variables was a mere 37%.

Only the pressure of a norm could explain why so many par-
ticipants chose to trust. First, participants, overall, felt that they
should trust their peer, and second, they reported more guilt and
anxiety when they contemplated not doing so. In short, two indi-
cators of feelings of obligation best predicted trust behavior, thus
suggesting the guiding hand of a norm in people’s choices.

Study 2: Further Indications

In Study 2 we further tested for normative influences on trust
behavior. We assessed subjective injunctive norms using a mea-
sure adapted from the planned theory of behavior (Ajzen & Fish-
bein, 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010), which probes for injunctive
norms by asking about the perceived approval of significant others
for specific behaviors. Targets whose approval we measured in-
cluded formative influences on participants’ lives; namely, one’s
mother and father, as well as currently influential peers, such as
one’s friends and fellow students. Parents are instruments of pri-
mary socialization, modeling for their children appropriate norms,
attitudes, and behaviors (Bronfenbrenner, 1970; Higgins, 1989;
Maccoby & Martin, 1983); thus, reports of their approval may
reflect a particularly ingrained injunctive norm. The approval of
friends and fellow students—participants’ current peer group and
secondary instruments of socialization—presumably represents an
injunctive norm for how peers feel one ought to behave.

1 In all logistic analyses, we report likelihood-ratio �2 statistics rather
than Wald statistics because the former is the recommended test to ascer-
tain the contribution of any variable toward predicting an outcome (Hos-
mer & Lemeshow, 2000).

2 Another way to depict these emotion results is to conduct 2 (Decision:
trust vs. not) � Option (Emotion attached to: trusting vs. not) mixed model
analyses of variance (ANOVAs), with the last variable serving as a
within-subject variable. An analysis of agitation emotions showed that
participants who trusted were more agitated about keeping the money
(M � 3.00) than they were about giving it (M � 1.82), t(36) � 4.05, p �
.001, d � 0.78. Participants who kept the $5 felt equally agitated about the
two options (Ms � 1.93 and 1.91 for keeping and giving, respectively),
t(38) � 0.05, p � .961, d � 0.02. This pattern gave rise to an overall main
effect for decision option, in which participants felt more agitated about
keeping the $5 than giving it, F(1, 36) � 4.93, p � .033, �2 � .11, as well
as a Decision � Option interaction, F(1, 36) � 4.56, p � .039, �2 � .10.
For contentment emotions, a significant Decision � Option interaction
arose, F(1, 36) � 6.28, p � .017, �2 � .15 (Ms � 3.18 and 2.67 for
keeping and giving, respectively, for those who kept; Ms � 2.46 and 3.31,
respectively, for those who gave), but there was no overall bias toward
wanting to give the $5, F(1, 36) � 0.38, p � .541, �2 � .01.
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Note that examining perceptions of parents and peers separately
allowed us to begin to tease apart whether the norms operating
were social or moral in nature. The logic of social norms suggests
that perceptions of both peers and parents would matter, in that a
social norm is one that is believed to be actively regulated within
one’s current social environment. The logic of a moral norm would
suggest that parents would matter but not peers. That is, it is one’s
socialization in early years that matters. Active regulation in one’s
current social environment would not be relevant (Bicchieri, 2006;
Dubreuil & Grégoire, 2013; Elster, 2009).

We also sought to replicate the emotion findings from Study 1,
expecting agitation emotions to better predict an excess of trust
relative to desire emotions.

Method

Participants. Participants were 72 Cornell University stu-
dents who participated for extra credit toward their psychology
course grades. They participated in small groups or singly.

Procedure. As in Study 1, participants were told that the
study focused on financial decision making and that they were to
make a series of decisions about what to do with money, one of
which would be carried out for real. They were also instructed that
their decisions would be anonymous, and even the experimenter
would not know which decisions they made.

The series of decisions that participants confronted was identical
to that in Study 1. After making these decisions, participants
completed a 10-item measure of norms adapted from Ajzen and
Fishbein (1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010). They rated the approval
of five different targets separately for the actions of keeping and
giving the $5 in the trust game; targets included the participants’
mothers, fathers, friends, and most Cornell students (e.g., “Most of
my friends would approve if I chose Option 1 [keeping the $5]”).
Ratings were made on 7-point scales anchored by definitely would
disapprove to definitely would approve. For the purpose of anal-
ysis, we took the mean of the parents’ approval ratings for each
option (rs � .64 and .42 between mother and father approval, ps �
.001, for keeping and giving, respectively). We also took the mean
of the peers’—friends’ and fellow students’—approval ratings for

each option (rs � .34 and .31, ps � .01, for keeping and giving,
respectively).

Participants also rated how choosing to give versus keep the $5
would make them feel, in measures similar to those used in Study
1. They separately rated their feelings related to giving versus
keeping the money along 12 emotion dimensions. Three were
again classified a priori as related to wanting and desire (content,
happy, and pleased; �s � .87 and .86 for keeping and giving,
respectively). Four were classified as agitation emotions related to
violating social obligations and standards (anxious, guilty, re-
morseful, and tense; �s � .80 and .55 for keeping and giving,
respectively).

Finally, participants made several other economic decisions,
including—as in Study 1—whether to receive $5 with certainty or
to bet that $5 on the chance of winning $10 on a flip of a coin. This
last choice was the decision that they played for real.

Results and Discussion

Of the 72 participants in the study, 1 who did not complete the
crucial trust decision was excluded, leaving 71 for analysis. Thirty-
seven (52%) chose to give their $5 in the trust game.

Consequentialist predictors of trust. Replicating Study 1,
trust behavior failed to follow consequentialist logic. On average,
participants thought that 40.1% (SD � 20.8%) of their peers would
return money while requiring, on average, a 66.4% (SD � 13.1%)
chance of winning to gamble $5 to possibly win $10 on the risk
tolerance question about balls in an urn. Thus, even more striking
than in Study 1, only 10 participants (14%) should have decided to
trust. However, 30 (42%) gave money to Person B even though
such a decision contradicted what their risk tolerance and peer
expectation reports would have suggested; only 3 (4%) partici-
pants displayed the opposite pattern. Thus, as in Study 1, far too
many participants trusted relative to the strict predictions made by
an economic analysis (p � .001, by sign test).

To examine consequentialist predictors of behavior on an indi-
vidual level, we conducted separate logistic regressions to predict
the odds of participants deciding to trust from participants’ risk
tolerance and expectations for their peers’ behavior. Risk tolerance

Table 1
Biases Toward or Against Trust Among Various Predictors Along With Their Correlation to Choosing Trust (Study 1)

Measure

Directional bias toward trust Correlation with trust

Raw difference Cohen’s d t p Standardized OR L-R �2 p

Consequentialist predictors
Expectation of reciprocation 1.49 1.17 .278
Risk tolerance 1.20 0.26 .610

Descriptive norma �1.60 �0.08 �0.45 �.001 37.15 23.62 �.001
Injunctive norm and preference predictors

Should trustb 1.50 0.83 5.10 �.001 2.65 7.00 .008
Want to trustb �0.03 �0.01 �0.08 .939 16.30 21.11 �.001
Agitationc �0.84 �0.53 �3.88 �.001 0.42 4.63 .032
Contentmentc 0.46 0.28 1.72 .094 3.46 6.91 .009

Controlling for expectation
Should trust 2.54 5.83 �.001
Agitation 0.44 �5.14 �.001

Note. L-R �2 � likelihood-ratio chi-square; OR � odds ratio.
a Relative to 50%. b Relative to scale midpoint. c Ratings for trust minus forgoing trust.
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was not a significant predictor of behavior. However, expectations
for peers’ behavior significantly predicted trust behavior (see
Table 2).

Social approval. On average, participants thought their par-
ents (see Table 2) would be significantly more approving of giving
$5 (M � 3.72, SD � 0.76) than keeping it (M � 3.21, SD � 0.95).
In contrast, there was no significant difference between how ap-
proving participants thought their peers would be of giving $5
(M � 3.50, SD � 0.79) versus keeping it (M � 3.32, SD � 0.83).
Thus, participants appear to hold an injunctive norm—a norm
stating that they should trust another person, as indicated by
perceptions of their parents, but not one that is shared their peers.

Separate logistic regression analyses (see Table 2) revealed that
parental approval predicted the odds that someone would trust.
According to this analysis, if participants had thought that their
parents showed no bias toward trust, their trust rate would have
dropped from 52% to 43%. A further analysis showed that parent
approval continued to predict trust even after controlling for ex-
pectation of trustworthiness (see Table 2). Perceptions of peer
approval, in contrast, failed to predict trust rates (L-R �2 � 0.36,
p � .55, ORstandardized � 1.15).

Finally, we found no evidence for a descriptive norm supporting
an excess of decisions to trust. Although participants’ decisions to
trust were correlated strongly with the percentage of peers they
believed would trust, they also thought that only 37.0% of their
peers would choose to trust, which suggests, if anything, an anti-
trusting descriptive norm.

Agitation versus contentment. At the mean level, partici-
pants were significantly more likely to say they would feel
agitated (see Table 2) if they kept the $5 (M � 2.66, SD � 0.96)
than if they gave it to Person B (M � 2.19, SD � 0.80). In
contrast, they exhibited no consensus about which option would
make them feel more contentment-related emotions (Ms � 2.83
and 3.05, SDs � 0.87 and 0.91, for keeping and giving, respec-
tively).

To examine the impact of emotions, we fit logistic regression
models to predict the odds of deciding to trust. Agitation emotions
significantly predicted trust rates (see Table 2), and the analysis
suggested that the trust rate would have dropped to 42% if partic-
ipants had felt no more agitated about keeping the money than they
did about giving it. The link between agitation and trust was
significant even after controlling for expectations about Person B.
A separate logistic regression found that contentment-related emo-
tions also predicted trust rates, also doing so after expectations
were controlled (L-R �2 � 10.58, p � .001, ORstandardized �
2.51).3

Summary. In sum, we found that trust was again predicted by
signs of injunctive norms much more strongly than by a rational
economic logic. Although participants’ social expectations about
reciprocity of trust predicted their decisions, too many participants
trusted, given those expectations. This surplus in trust was ac-
counted for by people’s emotions—specifically those relating to
agitation at the thought of not trusting—and the perceived ap-
proval of influential models of normative behavior (i.e., their
parents). Approval from peers did not matter, giving initial evi-
dence that the norms surrounding trust are more moral than social
in nature.

Study 3: Expectations Attached to Individuals

The first two studies suggested that trust decisions were driven
more by an injunctive norm than by expectations of reward.
However, participants reported their expectations about their peers
in general, and that may not be the expectation that matters in
driving trust. Instead, the crucial expectations may be those at-
tached to specific other individuals. According to this logic, if we
had given participants a reason to expect trustworthiness or its
opposite from the specific person they were paired with, those
expectancies would have driven trust decisions and swamped
concerns about norms. Indeed, people make vigorous inferences
about the trustworthiness of others from the instant they meet,
from simple facial features (Olivola & Todorov, 2010; Oosterhof
& Todorov, 2009; Willis & Todorov, 2006). Why make such
strong inferences if not to guide behavior?

In Study 3, we tested this account by going one step beyond zero
acquaintance to give participants information about the individual
they were paired with a photo that displayed that other person’s
face. We then examined whether the expectations of trustworthi-
ness inspired by those faces would swamp the role played by
norm-related variables.

Method

Participants. Participants were 72 Cornell University stu-
dents who participated for extra credit toward their psychology
course grades. They participated in small groups or singly.

Procedure. Participants received the same instructions as in
Study 1. The sole procedural addition was providing a photograph
of the purported Person B on the page of the questionnaire de-
scribing the trust game. Participants were randomly assigned to
receive 1 of 8 faces, of which 4 had been rated as trustworthy and
4 less so. In a pilot study, a group of 53 respondents had rated 23
college-age faces along a 5-point scale. The 4 faces rated most
trustworthy (Ms � 3.42–3.60, SDs � 0.79–0.88) and the 4 rated
least trustworthy (Ms � 2.30–2.62, SDs � 0.69–0.94) differed
significantly from each other in all pairwise comparisons, ts(52) 	
5.09, ps � .001.

In addition to completing measures completed in Study 1, par-
ticipants estimated the likelihood that their specific Person B
would give money back. They also completed a 10-item scale
assessing their overall liking of Person B. After completing these
counterbalanced measures, participants indicated their decisions as
Person A and Person B. They also completed two other economic

3 As in Study 1, a 2 (Decision: trust vs. not) � Option (Emotion attached
to: trusting vs. not) mixed model ANOVA on agitation emotions showed
that participants who trusted were more agitated about keeping the money
(M � 2.99) than they were about giving it (M � 2.04), t(36) � 5.43, p �
.001, d � 0.89. Participants who kept the $5 felt equally agitated about the
two options (Ms � 2.30 and 2.35 for keeping and giving, respectively),
t(33) � �0.28, p � .781, d � �0.05, giving rise to an overall main effect
for decision option where participants felt more agitated about keeping the
$5 than giving it, F(1, 69) � 12.64, p � .001, �2 � .13, as well as a
Decision � Option interaction, F(1, 36) � 15.69, p � .001, �2 � .16. For
contentment emotions, a significant Decision � Option interaction arose,
F(1, 36) � 13.02, p � .001, �2 � .15 (Ms � 2.89 and 2.59 for keeping and
giving, respectively, for those who kept; Ms � 2.77 and 3.47, respectively,
for those who gave), but there was no overall bias toward wanting to give
the $5, F(1, 36) � 2.04, p � .162, �2 � .02.
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decisions: the lottery and the coin flip, as in the first two studies.
As usual, the coin flip decision was the one that they played for
real at the end of the study.

Results and Discussion

The overall trust rate in the study was 65.3%. Liking measures
did not predict trust decisions nor the results reported below.

Consequentialist predictors. As intended, expectations about
Person B were influenced by the photo manipulation. Participants
viewing a high-trustworthy photo estimated the likelihood of re-
ceiving money back to be significantly higher than those viewing
a low-trustworthy photo, t(70) � 3.31, p � .002, d � 0.76 (Ms �
55.6%, SD � 22.9%, vs. 39.2%, SD � 19.1%, respectively).
However, the photo manipulation failed to affect estimates of the
overall percentage of participants who would share the $20 with
Person B (M � 53.2%, SD � 24.8% vs. M � 46.6%, SD � 21.0%
vs. in the high and low conditions, respectively), t(70) � 1.22, p �
.23, d � 0.29.

Despite the success of the manipulation, trust behavior again
failed to follow consequentialist logic. Based on their reports of
risk tolerance and expectations that Person B would return money,
45% of participants in the high-trust condition should have given
the money to Person B, whereas only 17% of participants in the
low-trust condition should have done so: a significant difference,
�2(1, 72) � 6.74, p � .017, odds ratio (OR) � 4.00. However, in
reality, trust rates in the two conditions were virtually identical,
64.5% and 65.9% in the high- versus low-trustworthy conditions,
respectively, �2(1, 72) � 0.01, p � 1.00, OR � .94.

Across the two photo conditions, we again saw an excess of
trust. In the high-trustworthy condition, 29% of participants gave
money to Person B even though such a decision contradicted what
their risk tolerance and peer expectation reports would have sug-
gested. In the low-trustworthy condition, that figure was 54%, with
only 10% and 5% of participants per condition, respectively,
displayed the opposite pattern. Thus, again, far too many partici-
pants overall trusted relative to the predictions derived from a
purely consequentialist economic analysis (p � .001, by sign test).

To examine consequentialist predictors of behavior on an indi-
vidual level, we conducted a logistic regression analysis to predict
the odds of participants deciding to trust from specific expectations
of Person B (see Table 3). The analysis revealed a significant
relationship but one weaker than that of trust decisions with
general estimates of trustworthiness. Risk tolerance, again, failed
to correlate with trust rates.

We also found no evidence for the influence of a descriptive
norm on decisions to trust. To be sure, participants who estimated
a higher proportion of their peers would choose to trust were
themselves more likely to trust (L-R �2 � 14.87, p � .001,
ORstandardized � 3.21). But, on average, participants thought that
significantly less than half of their peers would choose to trust
(M � 41.0%, SD � 21.2%), t(71) � �3.59, p � .001, d � 0.42,
so descriptive norms cannot account for the high mean level of
trust observed.

Should versus want. Ratings of “want” and “should” were
moderately correlated in this study, r(72) � .33, p � .004, but
neither differed by condition (Fs � 1.4, ps � .25). Should and
want ratings independently predicted the likelihood that a partic-
ipant would trust (see Table 3). Both these relationships emerged
unchanged when entered simultaneously in a logistic regression
analysis along with photo condition and all possible interactions.
The relationship between should and trust remained significant in
an additional models in which we controlled either for expecta-
tions based on Person B’s face (L-R �2 � 13.92, p � .001,
ORstandardized � 3.20) or people in general (L-R �2 � 12.41, p �
.001, ORstandardized � 2.72).

Should ratings explained again why so many participants trusted
over and above the economic analysis. Overall, ratings of want
(M � 3.58, SD � 1.99) fell marginally below the scale midpoint
of indifference (i.e., 4); that is, on the side of not trusting (see
Table 3). Thus, if anything, this slight bias in what people wanted
would predict the majority opting to keep the money rather than
trust Person B. However, for ratings of should, there was a clear
bias in favor of trusting (M � 5.26, SD � 1.88), significantly
higher than the scale midpoint (see Table 3). The logistic regres-

Table 2
Biases Toward or Against Trust Among Various Predictors Along With Their Correlation to Choosing Trust (Study 2)

Measure

Directional bias toward trust Correlation with trust

Raw difference Cohen’s d t p Standardized OR L-R �2 p

Consequentialist predictors
Expectation of reciprocation 1.68 4.24 .039
Risk tolerance 1.21 0.63 .430

Descriptive norma �13.00 �0.66 �5.54 �.001 3.32 17.08 �.001
Social approval

Parentalb 0.51 0.38 3.16 .002 3.11 14.77 .008
Peerb 0.18 0.13 1.07 .287 1.15 0.36 .564
Person Bb 3.42 4.56 38.48 �.001 1.20 0.57 .450

Emotion
Agitationb �0.84 �0.40 �3.39 .002 0.33 14.81 .032
Contentmentb 0.22 0.17 1.46 .148 2.59 12.25 .009

Controlling for expectation
Parental approval 3.02 5.83 �.001
Agitation 0.34 �5.14 �.001

Note. L-R �2 � likelihood-ratio chi-square; OR � odds ratio.
a Relative to 50%. b Ratings for trust minus forgoing trust.
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sion analysis predicted that the trust rate would have dropped from
65% to 52% if should ratings had showed no bias toward the
decision to trust.

Agitation. As in Study 1, participants were significantly more
likely to say they would feel agitated if they kept the $5 (M � 2.85,
SD � 1.00) than if they gave it to Person B (M � 2.12, SD �
0.97). Photo condition had no impact on emotion ratings. Agitation
about giving the money relative to keeping it up significantly
predicted trust rates (see Table 3) and was not influenced by photo
condition in a separate analysis. Similar to the case of should
ratings, without this bias in agitation emotions, the predicted rate
of trust according to a logistic regression analysis would have
deflated to around 55%. The link between agitation and trust was
significant even after controlling for expectations about Person B
(L-R �2 � 10.83, p � .001, ORstandardized � 0.34) or people in
general (L-R �2 � 10.64, p � .001, ORstandardized � 0.38).4

Summary. In sum, we found that having more information
about a stranger with whom one is interacting changes some
features of the situation (e.g., by influencing one’s belief that the
stranger will repay one’s trust and one’s liking of that person).
However, the central findings of our previous studies replicated in
spite of these changes. This pattern of finding lends further support
to our hypothesis that trust behavior with strangers is driven by
normative concerns.

Study 4: Trust in Public Versus Private

The primary goal in this study was to examine the social versus
moral norm distinction. According to most current definitions, for
a norm to be social, people must, first, be aware of it and, second,
conform their behavior to it more when in a public setting where
they are subject to social pressure. For instance, they may feel a
need to maintain their reputation among their peers as generous
and considerate individuals and so trust more when their behavior
is public (Fehr, 2004; Henrich, 2006; Milinski, Semmann, &
Krambeck, 2002). To test this account, we varied whether partic-
ipants made their decisions in complete privacy versus announced
them to three other participants and the experimenter. If people
trust to enhance their reputation, they should trust more when their
decisions are made public rather than kept private. If, instead, they

trust to conform to a moral norm, the public versus private nature
of their decision should not matter (Bicchieri, 2006; Dubreuil &
Grégoire, 2013; Elster, 2009).

In addition, often in behavioral economics, the trust game is not
as a binary choice but rather a continuous decision in which people
can give some portion of their money, up to 100%, to the other
person. Any portion they decide to give is multiplied by some
factor, and the recipient is given the option of returning any
amount of the money he or she receives (from zero to all of it) to
the participant (Berg et al., 1995; Croson & Buchan, 1999). Study
4 presented participants with a continuous version of the trust
game, in which participants were given €5 and asked if they
wished to give any or all of it to an anonymous recipient. Any
amount given was multiplied by 4, and the recipient was then
given the choice to return any amount they saw fit. Thus, our
second goal on Study 4 was to replicate the findings of Study 1
with respect to feeling that one should trust other people: As
participants were considering their decisions, they reported the
amount they wanted to and should give, and we examined whether
the amount they transferred to the recipient better matched what
they wanted versus felt they should transfer.

Method

Participants. Participants assigned to the role of Person A
were 136 students from the University of Cologne. An additional
198 students were recruited separately for the role of Person B at
a later time.

4 Again, a mixed model ANOVA on agitation emotions showed that
trusting participants were more agitated about keeping the money (M �
3.04) than they were about giving it (M � 1.97), t(45) � 5.91, p � .001,
d � 0.87. Participants keeping the $5 felt equally agitated about the two
options (Ms � 2.50 and 2.39 for keeping and giving, respectively), t(24) �
0.51, p � .617, d � 0.10, giving rise to an overall main effect for decision
option and Decision Made � Option Considered interaction, F(1, 69) �
10.75, p � .002, �2 � .11. In addition, overall, participants were more
agitated about keeping than giving the $5, F(1, 69) � 16.21, p � .001,
�2 � .16. For contentment emotions, a Decision Made � Option Consid-
ered mixed model ANOVA produced no significant effects, in contrast to
previous studies.

Table 3
Biases Toward or Against Trust Among Various Predictors Along With Their Correlation to Choosing Trust (Study 3)

Measure

Directional bias toward trust Correlation with trust

Raw difference Cohen’s d t p Standardized OR L-R �2 p

Consequentialist predictors
Expectations of reciprocity based on

Specific face 1.90 5.89 .015
People in general 2.47 11.24 �.001
Risk tolerance 1.27 0.94 .330

Descriptive norma �9.00 �0.42 �3.59 �.001 3.20 14.87 �.001
Injunction norm and preference predictors

Should trustb 1.26 0.67 5.69 �.001 2.59 12.45 �.001
Want to trustb �0.42 �0.21 �1.78 .080 7.47 33.50 �.001
Agitationc �0.73 �0.58 �4.90 �.001 0.40 10.38 .001
Contentmentc 0.11 0.12 1.03 .300 1.05 0.04 .841

Note. L-R �2 � likelihood-ratio chi-square; OR � odds ratio.
a Relative to 50%. b Relative to scale midpoint. c Ratings for trust minus forgoing trust.
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Procedure. Upon arriving at the laboratory, Person A partic-
ipants received €5 and were asked whether they would give some
portion of it to another student (Person B) who would remain
anonymous. They could give any amount from €0 to all €5 in €1
increments. That amount was multiplied by 4, and Person B would
then decide whether to return any portion of the money. Partici-
pants reported the amount of money they personally wanted to
give, the amount they should give, and then the amount they would
actually give.

We varied whether participants made their decisions privately or
publicly. In the private condition, participants reported their deci-
sion on a questionnaire placed in an envelope identified only by a
password known to the participant. As such, neither the experi-
menter nor Person B knew the identity of any participant. In the
public condition, participants read their decision out loud to three
other participants in the same role in the experiment, as well as the
experimenter, just after making their decision.

Person A participants were then matched with 136 recipients
from the separately recruited second pool of Person B participants.
Each of the latter was told to consider all possible contributions
from Person A (e.g., €1, €2, all the way to €5) and indicated, in €1
units, how much they wished to return to Person A after that
contribution had been multiplied by 4. Recipients were then given
the amount they had retained for themselves. The experimenters
returned to the initial set of Person A participants 2 weeks later to
give them the amount that their Person B had designated via an
envelope containing that amount.

Results and Discussion

Once again, trust decisions were a mixture of desire and injunc-
tive norm. The amount participants gave to the other person
correlated with both what they wanted to do, r(134) � .38, p �
.001, and what they felt they should do, r(134) � .25, p � .003.
Want and should ratings were negatively correlated with each
other, r(134) � �.21, p � .014.

These correlations, however, underplay the strength of injunc-
tive norms (i.e., should) in predicting trust decisions. Overall, the
amount of money participants gave more closely resembled their
reports of what they should do than what they wanted to do.
Participants thought they should give more money (M � €3.54,
SD � 1.98) than they wanted to (M � €2.45, SD � 2.10), t(135) �
4.02, p � .001, d � 0.35. The actual amount they gave (M �
€3.69, SD � 1.67) was far above what they reported wanting to
give, t(135) � 6.80, p � .001, d � 0.59, but not significantly
different from what they felt they should give (t � 0.76, p � .45,
d � 0.07).

Considered another way, only 33% of participants wanted to
give all their money, but 58% felt they should. The latter percent-
age failed to exceed the proportion (53%) of those who ultimately
did give all their money (ns by sign test) to the recipient but was
far more than the proportion of those who professed to want to
(p � .001 by sign test). By contrast, 33% of participants wanted to
give nothing, but only 19% felt they should give nothing to the
recipient. The actual percentage giving nothing was 10%, a rate
lower than that saying they should (p � .029 by sign test) or
wanted (p � .001) to give nothing.

Did making decisions public have any impact on trust rates?
Making them public made participants want to give more to the

recipient, relative to those in the private condition (Ms � €2.91
and €2.00, respectively, SDpooled � 2.06), t(134) � 2.57, p � .011,
d � 0.44. However, making the decision public failed to influence
what people thought they should give (Ms � €3.48 and €3.61, for
public and private conditions, respectively, SDpooled � 1.99,
t � �0.38, p � .70, d � 0.07), and the amount they ultimately
gave (Ms � €3.85 and €3.54, for public and private conditions,
respectively, SDpooled � 1.66), t(134) � 1.10, p � .27, d � 0.19.
Publicity also failed to influence the percentage of participants
who gave all €5 (57% vs. 49% in public and private conditions,
respectively) or none (11% vs. 9% in public and private condi-
tions, respectively), both chi-squares � 1, ps 	 .39, ORs � 1.35.

Incidentally, Person’s B on average gave back €0.36, €1.94,
€3.87, €5.83, and €7.93 for contributions from Person A of €1, €2,
€3, €4, and €5, respectively. Thus, Person A nearly “broke even”
if giving €2 and made a profit for larger amounts. Replicating past
findings (Pillutla, Malhotra, & Murnighan, 2003), Person B was
more generous as the amount contributed by Person A rose. They
returned only 9% of the total money they had available when
Person A contributed €1 but nearly 40% when Person A gave all
€5.

In sum, Study 4 provided further evidence in support of the
importance of norms for predicting trust decisions. In a continuous
version of the trust game, participants gave amounts that better
matched the level they thought they should send as opposed to the
level they stated they wanted to send. In addition, this study
furnished evidence against a reputational explanation of overtrust-
ing: Participants were no more likely to trust when their decision
was public than when it was private, despite our using a more
sensitive continuous measure of trust (rather than a cruder binary
one). Although any null effect must be interpreted with caution,
this finding suggests that people’s trust decisions were not driven
by a desire to look good to others. Together with the social
approval data from Study 2, these data suggest that the norm
involved in trust decisions is more moral and personal in nature
than social.

Study 5: Respecting the Other’s Character

In Study 5, we turned to identifying the specific injunctive norm
people were honoring with their trust decisions. There are many to
consider. Are people trying to avoid seeming selfish (Monin &
Miller, 2001)? Are they trying to create potentially equal (i.e., fair)
payoffs to themselves and the other person (Bolton & Ockenfels,
2000)? Are they trying to increase the total amount of money
available to the world (Hardin, 1968)?

We assert that people trust to avoid signaling their doubts about
the other person’s moral character. They likely presume that others
see themselves as reasonable, honorable, and capable individuals.
Thus, via their actions, people must choose whether to respect
what they presume those others think of themselves by trusting
them or to insult those others by withholding trust (Brown &
Levinson, 1987; Goffman, 1958).

We tested this assertion by comparing behavior in the trust game
with an alternative game that precludes any signal about the other
person’s perceived trustworthiness. Specifically, Person A was
told that if he or she handed over the $5, Person B would then flip
a coin to determine whether or not to return $10. Thus, the
outcome was not a product of Person B’s character but of chance
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instead. We predicted that people would feel less of a social
obligation or norm to give the $5 with Person B’s character no
longer at stake, and thus they would do so significantly less often
than they would in the standard trust game.

Method

Participants. Participants were 88 Cornell University under-
graduates who took part for extra credit toward their course grades.
Of those, 51 were recruited from large lecture psychology courses;
the rest participated in small groups or singly in the lab.

Procedure. Participants first completed the risk tolerance
measure used in the first three studies and then were randomly
assigned to consider one of two games: the binary trust game used
in the previous studies, or a variation called the coin flip game. The
coin flip game differed from the trust game only in that Person B
could not choose how to divide the money. Instead, Person B
would have to flip a coin to determine whether he or she would
keep the entire $20 or split it evenly with Person A. Participants
made the same estimates and should and want ratings as in Study
1 for whichever game they were assigned to.

Participants then estimated the percentage of Persons A who
would choose to give the $5 to Person B; only those in the trust
game condition estimated the percentage of Person Bs who would
choose to give money back versus keep the entire $20. They then
indicated which decision they would make as Person A and which
decision they would make as Person B. Finally, participants faced
the decision of whether or not to bet $5 on the flip of a coin for a
chance at $10; this was, as usual, the decision that they played for
real.

To confirm our intuition that giving Person B a choice was more
polite and respectful of the character of Person B, we collected
pilot data from 21 additional respondents, recruited from Amazon-
.com’s Mechanical Turk crowdsourcing facility (who were paid
$0.30 for their responses). Respondents in this pilot had the three
options for Person A described to them: keeping the $5; giving the
$5 to Person B and letting that person make a choice whether to
give money back; or giving the money to Person B, who then
would flip a coin to see if any money would be given back.
Respondents then rated the characteristics of each option on
5-point scales, with end points labeled 1 (not at all) and 5 (very
much so). As seen in Table 4, respondents rated giving Person B
a choice as the option with the most social decorum. It was rated

as significantly more polite and less insulting than directing Person
B to flip a coin or keeping the money. This choice was also seen
as showing more respect than they other two options. In terms of
commenting on Person B’s character, respondents rated trust as
showing less doubt and more confidence in Person B, and less
likely to signal a suspicion that Person B was greedy, relative to
the other two options of requesting a coin flip or keeping the
money.

Results and Discussion

Of the 88 participants in the study, 2 who had participated in
other trust game studies in the past were excluded, leaving 86 for
these analyses.

Impact of game on choice. A greater percentage of partici-
pants gave their money to Person B in the trust game condition (30
of 45, or 66.7%) than in the coin flip condition (18 of 41, or
43.9%), �2(1) � 4.51, p � .033, OR � 2.55. This pattern emerged
although participants in the trust game condition thought, on
average, that there was only a 36.7% (SD � 29.1) chance of
receiving money back, a figure significantly less than the 50%
chance of return found in the coin flip condition, t(44) � �3.07,
p � .004, d � 0.46.

The role of injunctive norms. Further analyses suggested
that behavior differed between the trust and coin flip games
because the former evoked a norm that the latter did not. Partici-
pants confronting the trust game stated that they should give the $5
to a greater degree than did those in the coin flip game (Ms � 5.36
and 4.39, respectively, SDpooled � 2.06), t(84) � 2.17, p � .033,
d � 0.47. Should ratings in the trust game condition were also
significantly biased toward giving the $5 compared to scales
midpoint, t(44) � 4.44, p � .001, d � 0.66, but not in the coin flip
variant, t(40) � 1.21, ns, d � 0.19. Across the two conditions,
should ratings predicted rates of giving the $5 (L-R �2 � 17.27,
p � .001, ORstandardized � 2.66). In terms of “want,” participants
across the two conditions did not significantly differ (Ms � 3.58
and 4.00 for trust and coin flip conditions, respectively, SDpooled �
2.15), t(84) � �0.91, p � .37, d � 0.20; nor did participants show
a bias in either condition toward wanting to give versus keep the
money (ts 	 �1.23).

Several tests indicated that should ratings mediated the link
between type of game and willingness to gamble the $5. As seen
in Figure 1, type of game predicted how much participants thought

Table 4
Ratings of Choices in Three-Option Trust Game Along Dimensions of Decorum and Character

Measure

Choice
t of difference between

trust and flip
t of difference between

trust and keepTrust Flip coin Keep $5

Is respectful of Person B 4.10 3.10 1.52 3.09 6.53
Is polite 4.19 3.19 1.52 3.87 6.24
Is rude or insulting 4.73 3.81 1.95 4.16 6.42
Overall decorum 4.33 3.37 1.67 5.27 6.83
Suggests some doubts about the character of

Person B 4.14 2.86 1.95 3.45 4.65
Suspects Person B is selfish or greedy 4.38 3.29 1.71 3.32 8.00
Places confidence in the attributes of Person B 4.38 2.33 1.48 5.77 6.21
Overall character 4.30 2.83 1.71 5.55 7.50

Note. All ps � .001, degrees of freedom (dfs) � 20.
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they should give the $5, and should ratings predicted giving the $5
even after statistically controlling for type of game. Type of game
significantly influenced rates at which participants gave the $5
initially but not after controlling for should ratings. All these
results point to injunctive norms, as represented by should ratings,
successfully mediating the impact of game type (trust vs. coin flip)
on the rate at which participants gave the $5 to Person B.

In addition, to more directly assess whether an injunctive norm
mediated the impact of the game on rates of handing the money
over, we conducted a bootstrap analysis with 5,000 iterations with
condition as the predictor (trust game � 0, coin flip � 1), decision
as the outcome (keep � 0, give � 1), and should ratings as the
mediator (using the Preacher & Hayes, 2008, method for dichot-
omous outcomes). This analysis revealed a standardized indirect
effect, 95% CI [�1.073, �0.056]. Because the confidence interval
did not cross 0, this analysis reveals a significant indirect effect of
game on ultimate decisions that flowed through what participants
thought they should do. When we tested want ratings and estimates
of the percentage of Person As who would give the $5 as mediators
instead, confidence intervals for both indirect effects crossed 0,
indicating no mediational role.

Summary. This study revealed that the decision to give
money to another person was more likely when that decision
involved trusting the other person’s judgment rather than the
vagaries of a coin flip, despite the better perceived odds of reward
in the coin flip condition. This finding suggests that signaling
regard for another person’s character is an important normative
component to the decision to trust: People felt more strongly that
they should give the money when any reward depended on the
judgment of the other person rather than a coin flip, and those
perceptions of what they should do explained the higher rating of
giving the $5 seen in the trust game versus the coin flip variant.

Study 6: Respect Redux

In Study 6 we sought to replicate the role played by respect by
pitting the choices from Study 6 against each other directly in a
within-subjects format. That is, participants in this study were
presented a trust game with three options, the usual two (trust or
keep) plus an option to give the $5 to Person B and compel that
person to flip a coin to determine whether the money was split.
Again, if the norm directing behavior in the previous studies
operates to maintain the pretense of another person’s good char-
acter, participants should opt for the decision that gives Person B
a choice over the one that gives no choice (flip a coin), irrespective
of expectations of that other person’s reciprocity.

As in previous studies, we asked participants what they should
do versus wanted to do. We also asked them to rate each decision
option along attributes related to being intelligent and rational as
well as the norm of honoring another person’s character (i.e.,
politeness, respect).

Method

Participants. Forty-one Cornell University students partici-
pated for extra credit toward a course grade.

Procedure. Participants followed the procedure of Study 1,
except for the following changes. First, they were given three
options in the trust game: keep the $5, trust the $5 to Person B to
choose between keeping and splitting it, or give the $5 to Person
B to compel a flip a coin to determine whether Person B kept it or
split it with Person A. The last two options were counterbalanced
in order. In addition, before providing their decision in the trust
game, participants rated each of the three options separately in
terms of what they wanted to do versus should do using 7-point
Likert scales. They also rated the qualities of each option on
several dimensions using 7-point scales: rational/irrational, intel-
ligent/stupid, polite/insulting, respectful/disrespectful, greedy/gen-
erous, and unselfish/greedy. The first two ratings were combined
as an index of rationality; the second two as an index of respect,
and the final two as an index of altruism.

Results and Discussion

Participants showed a clear preference among the three options.
The majority, 22 participants (54%), opted to give Person B the $5
and give that person a choice about what to do next. A total of 10
participants (24%) opted to keep the money; only 9 (22%) opted to
give the $5 and compel Person B to flip the coin, �2(2) � 7.66, p �
.006. Thus, even in a direct comparison of options, the norm to
trust another person’s judgment beat a coin flip alternative,
�2(1) � 5.40, p � .020, d � 0.46, which was equally altruistic in
terms of increasing wealth for self and other. Participants chose
trust more often even though on average they thought that only
42.8% (SD � 25.41) of peers would return money if given a
choice, a figure marginally lower than the 50-50 odds in the coin
flip, t(40) � �1.80, p � .079, d � 0.28. Expectation of having
trust reciprocated did predict choosing trust over the other two
options (L-R �2 � 4.54, p � .033, ORstandardized � 2.06). How-
ever, even those choosing trust thought, on average, that only
50.4% of their peers would honor it (versus an average of 20.7%
for those keeping the money and 38.9% for those opting for the
coin flip).

Injunctive norms. Further analyses again suggested that it
was an injunctive norm that produced the excess of trust. First, as
Table 5 shows, participants felt they should trust more than they
thought they should keep the $5, t(40) � 2.65, p � .012, d � .42,
or opt for the coin flip, t(40) � 3.19, p � .003, d � .50. Next, we
constructed an index of should ratings for trust versus the other
two options (i.e., 2 � [should rating for trust] � [should rating for
keep] � [should rating for coin flip]) and used this difference score
to predict trust behavior over the other options in a logistic regres-
sion (L-R �2 � 5.92, p � .015, ORstandardized � 2.32). According
to this analysis, if people were indifferent between trust and the
other two choices on this measure of injunctive norm, only 43%

Should Give $5 

Type of Game Giving the $5 

β = .23, 
p = .033 

ORstandardized = 2.50, 
p < .001 

(Total Effect: OR = 2.55, p = .036) 

Direct Effect: OR = 1.93, p = .18 

Figure 1. Mediational analysis of trust game versus coin flip game
choices in Study 5. OR � odds ratio.
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would have opted for trust. In a supplemental analysis controlling
for expectations, the link between should ratings and trust re-
mained significant (L-R �2 � 5.46, p � .020, ORstandardized �
2.40).

Ratings of want did not explain the excess of trust. To be sure,
an index of wanting to trust over the other two options (constructed
using the same method described above) predicted who would
trust over one of the other options (L-R �2 � 22.94, p � .001,
ORstandardized � 9.56). However, as seen in Table 5, people on
average wanted to keep the money just as much as they wanted to
trust, t(40) � 0.49, p � .63, d � .08. They also wanted to trust only
marginally more than they wanted to flip the coin, t(40) � 1.94,
p � .060, d � .30. Thus, overall, participants did not want to trust
more than they wanted to choose one of the other alternatives. That
is, the index of wanting was not significantly positive overall (M �
0.59, SD � 5.63), t(40) � .66, p � .51, d � .10. This failure to find
a bias in wanting toward trust meant that wanting was not a
plausible candidate to explain why so many people opted to trust
over the other options available.

Respect and other option attributes. Recall that we also
asked participants to rate each choice along three other dimen-
sions: respect, rationality, and altruism. We predicted that percep-
tions of the trust option as respectful and polite would explain the
excess of trust decisions. Indeed, Table 5 shows that trust was seen
as more respectful than keeping the money, t(39) � 8.07, p � .001,
d � 1.28, or choosing the coin flip, t(39) � 3.55, p � .001, d �
0.57. An index of respect (i.e., 2 � [respect rating for trust] �
[respect rating for keep] � [respect rating for coin flip]) predicted
who chose trust over the alternatives in a logistic regression at a
rate just missing statistical significance (L-R �2 � 3.77, p � .052,
ORstandardized � 2.04). This analysis suggested that if participants
had thought trust to be only as respectful as the other two alter-
natives, only 35.5% would have chosen it. When controlling for
expectations, the link between respect and trust became statisti-
cally significant (L-R �2 � 4.48, p � .034, ORstandardized � 2.62).

Ratings along the other attributes did not explain the excess in
trust. In terms of rationality, participants thought that keeping the
money was the smart thing to do. Participants rated this option
more favorably along this attribute than either of the other two
options (ts 	 2.5, ps � .02, ds 	 .40; see Table 5). Participants
rated trust as the most altruistic choice, even over flipping the coin
(ts 	 3.4, ps � .005, ds 	 1.35), but an altruism index, constructed
like those above, failed to predict who would trust versus choose

another alternative (L-R �2 � 2.41, p � .25, ORstandardized � 1.72).
Finally, there was no descriptive norm supporting trust rates. On
average, participants thought that 30.4% of their peers would
choose trust, a figure not different from the proportion thought to
keep the money (38.5%) or choose the coin flip (31.0%), F(2,
39) � 1.60, p � .21, �2 � .08.

Summary. In sum, Study 6 implicated injunctive norms as an
explanation for the excess of trust observed in all five studies.
Trusting another person proved to be the most popular option over
keeping the money or directing the other person to respond by
flipping a coin. Again, trust was seen as the act that people should
do, and this perception predicted who would trust versus not. More
specifically, the action of trust was seen as more respectful and less
insulting than the two alternatives—a perception that also pre-
dicted who would trust.

Participants also viewed trust as the most altruistic act of the
three, although this impression did not predict who would trust. It
appears that participants based their perceptions of which act was
selfless and generous on more than simply the amount of wealth an
option could generate, for trust and the coin flip produced equal
increases in the amount of money in play. Rather, participants also
based these judgments on procedural grounds; that is, on the
method used to distribute that wealth. Granting choice to the other
person was not only respectful, it was considered selfless. This
finding harkens back to classic justice research on the distinction
between distributive (i.e., who gets the money) and procedural
justice (i.e., the procedure by which the distribution is decided;
Lind, 1988), and it serves as a reminder that people may not only
be interested in material features of a situation but also its inter-
personal meaning.

General Discussion

Trust is essential for civilized society and thriving interpersonal
relationships, yet these studies demonstrate that trust fails to follow
the logic typically assigned to it by theory. Theorists from both
economics and psychology assume that people will trust when they
are reasonably optimistic that others will prove trustworthy; that is,
at a level within their tolerance for risk. However, study after study
has shown that trust behavior among strangers fails to align with
risk attitudes or comport with people’s expectations of reward
(Fetchenhauer & Dunning, 2009, 2012). The result is too much
trust at zero acquaintance, given an analysis based on consequen-
tialist logic. The six studies reported herein replicated this effect.
Across the four studies that presented a simple binary trust game
(Studies 1–3, Study 5, trust game condition), a full 62.4% of
participants (141 out of 226) chose to trust when their expressed
levels of risk tolerance and expectations about the trustworthiness
of their peers suggested that only 20.4% (46) would accept the
gamble.

A Meta-Analytic Review of Possible Mechanisms

A meta-analysis of all the data from those four studies con-
verges on an explanation of this excessive trust: namely, trust is
neither completely instrumental nor consequentialist in nature.
Instead, trust is at least in part an expressive act. People are
concerned about the act itself and what it represents or immedi-
ately brings about.

Table 5
Overall Ratings of Person A’s Options in Study 6

Attribute

Option

F pTrust
Keep

money
Flip
coin

Should trust 5.12a 3.73b 3.76b 5.72 .007
Want to trust 4.27a,b 4.54a 3.41b 3.57 .038
Respectful 5.70a 3.08b 4.91c 32.81 �.001
Rational 3.53a 4.85b 3.90a 4.47 .018
Altruistic 5.83a 2.36b 5.06c 44.55 �.001

Note. dfs are 2 and 39 for should and want ratings and are 2 and 38 for
respectful, rational, and altruistic ratings. Means in a row not sharing the
same subscript are significantly different from each other (p � .05) by
simple paired t test not corrected for multiple comparisons.
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More specifically, people trust because they are concerned about
an injunctive norm. They trusted so often because it was what they
felt they should do, not necessarily what they wanted to do. Across
the four studies featuring a binary trust game and a measure of
whether people felt they should trust (including the parental ap-
proval measure of Study 2), participants showed a clear bias that
they should trust Person B rather than forgo trust, and such
responses were significantly correlated with the decision to go
ahead and trust (see Table 6). People showed no comparable bias
toward wanting to trust Person B. In addition, participants across
three of those studies indicated that trusting, relative to not trust-
ing, would leave them feeling less agitated (e.g., nervous,
tense)—an emotional indicator that people were concerned about
obeying norms—and such feelings were again correlated with
decisions to trust. The correlations of what one should do and
agitation emotions were still significant even after controlling for
expectations that the other person would reciprocate trust.

In addition, a meta-analysis provided some evidence for and
against other alternative accounts of trust. For example, our studies
showed that descriptive norms did not explain why so many people
trusted. In fact, people tended to trust even though they thought it
a rare behavior (see Table 6). To be sure, participants who trusted
tended to think that more of their peers would trust, but they also
thought the descriptive norm among their peers was not to trust.

However, there was sufficient evidence in the combined data to
suggest that trust might arise, at least in part, due to the warm
emotional glow of prosocial behavior (Andreoni, 1989; Dunn et
al., 2008). Specifically, participants across the four studies asso-
ciated the decision to trust with contentment-related emotions
(e.g., pleased, content) more than they did the alternative of
forgoing trust, and those feelings did predict who trusted. How-
ever, in terms of statistical strength, the link between trust and
“warm glow” emotions did not reach the levels associated with
social obligation emotions such as guilt and anxiety (see Table 6).

Finally, our data do not totally dismiss a role for social expec-
tation. In the meta-analysis, expectations that the other person
would reciprocate trust predicted who would trust (see Table 6).
However, although expectations moderated trust rates, they in no

way produced them, in that a majority of participants trusted even
though only a small minority held expectations and risk attitudes
that should have allowed for that trust.

The Normative Influence: Social or Moral?

Beyond the meta-analysis, our data specified that participants
showed many signs of following a more internal and private norm
in their trust behavior than they did one that was more social, as
defined by several recent conceptual treatments of norms across
several behavioral and social sciences (Bicchieri, 2006; Dubreuil
& Grégoire, 2013; Elster, 2009; Shweder et al., 1997; Turiel,
1983).

In particular, the behavior of our participants failed to follow the
signature of a norm that was social. According to many theorists,
for a norm to be social, people must explicitly believe such a norm
exists and that it is actively enforced. Our participants did not
believe in a norm to trust. Instead, they believed the opposite: that
a majority of their peers would forgo trust rather than extend it. In
addition, participants in Study 2 did not believe their peers har-
bored an overall opinion that one should trust, much less an
opinion they would enforce. Finally, in Study 3, making trust
decisions open to public inspection did not inspire more trust.
These results are consistent with the data of other researchers, who
find that individuals fail to belief others will punish those who
withhold trust, only those who fail to reciprocate it (Bicchieri,
Xiao, & Muldoon, 2011).

Thus, the norm participants followed in the trust game appears
to be, as Bicchieri (2006) termed it, moral in nature (see also
Elster, 2009). Trusting another person follows a moral standard
that is internal to the individual and that requires no social pressure
to evoke. Consistent with this analysis, the act of trust is associated
with emotional and cognitive responses connected to fulfilling
one’s social duty (see Studies 1 and 2), and stripping an action of
its injunctive nature (i.e., the coin flip decisions of Studies 4 and
5) is sufficient to dampen people’s tendency to take a risk on
another person.

Table 6
Meta-Analysis of Biases Toward or Against Trust Among Various Predictors Along With Their Correlation to Choosing Trust

Measure

Directional bias toward trust Correlation with trust

d Stouffer’s Z p Standardized OR Stouffer’s Z p

Injunctive norm and preference predictors
Should trusta 0.63 8.23 �.001 2.62 5.57 �.001
Want to trustb �0.13 �1.74 .081 9.55 8.22 �.001
Agitationc �0.50 �6.30 �.001 0.38 �4.84 �.001
Contentmentc 0.19 2.39 .017 2.37 3.75 �.001

Controlling for expectation of reciprocation
Should trust 2.70 5.83 �.001
Agitation 0.39 �5.14 �.001

Consequentialist predictors
Expectation of reciprocationd 2.21 5.02 �.001
Risk tolerance 1.11 0.72 .41

Descriptive norm �0.40 5.84 �.001 12.72 8.49 �.001

Note. Includes data from Studies 1, 2, 3, and 5 (trust game condition only). OR � odds ratio.
a Including parental approval measure of Study 2. b Not measured in Study 2. c Not measured in Study 5. d Includes general population expectations
from Study 3.
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Taken together, these results suggest that there is a rich vein of
research questions to explore about social versus moral norms in
cooperative and prosocial behavior. Currently, there is vigorous
theorizing that people help and cooperate each other due to active
enforcement of publicly known social norms (Balliet & Van
Lange, 2013b; Chudek & Henrich, 2011; Fehr et al., 2002; Henrich
et al., 2010). Our results complicate this theorizing by showing that
public enforcement and social sanction need not always be in place
for people to act in a trusting way. More internal norms are in play,
and the question becomes which acts are more internal versus
social and how do those that are more internal (i.e., moral) de-
velop?

Respect

In addition, the last two studies suggested the specific norm that
participants were following. Participants wished to avoid showing
disrespect for the moral character of their interaction partner. Thus,
when we removed the issue of the partner’s character by making
the partner’s response depend on a coin flip rather than on an
intentional choice, participants were much less willing to make
themselves vulnerable to the other person. Study 5 showed this in
a between-subjects format; Study 6 did so in a within-subjects
format. In Study 5, perceptions of what one should do, rather than
what one wanted to do, mediated the different rates of gambling on
another person found in the trust versus the coin flip game. In
Study 6, ratings of what should do and what was the most respect-
ful choice to make correlated with greater rates of choosing to trust
another person’s decision rather than making some other decision.

On Alternative Accounts

Skeptical readers may worry about our interpretation of the
behavior we observed. There are at least two alternative explana-
tions those not familiar with the trust game might offer. The first
is that we did not observe trust but rather altruism. The outcomes
of other people matter, and people are willing to sacrifice some of
their own material well-being to increase that of another person,
even a stranger (Batson, 2011; Oord, 2007). In economic terms,
our participants might have been motivated to increase efficiency;
that is, to enlarge the pie of wealth and resources to the greatest
possible extent, no matter who benefits (Hardin, 1968). Or, they
may have been motivated to “do no harm” to the financial pros-
pects of another person.

Our last two studies, as well as data elsewhere, speak against
this alternative account. If people were motivated to give up their
$5 out of altruism or efficiency motives, they should have favored
the coin flip game at least as much as the trust game. However,
people were quite averse to giving the $5 to Person B when that
person would flip a coin to determine the fate of the $20, despite
such behavior being just as altruistic and efficient. Data from other
studies shows this same pattern: Adding payoffs to other people
beyond the self in a coin flip fails to inspire more gambling among
participants (Bohnet & Zeckhauser, 2004; Schlösser, Fetchen-
hauer, & Dunning, 2013; Schlösser, Mensching, Dunning, &
Fetchenhauer, 2014). Further, people are not influenced in the trust
game by whether their interaction partner is poor, and thus needs
the money, or is rich (Brülhart & Usunier, 2012).

Readers may also speculate that our results are biased because
participants made decisions only about small amounts of money

(e.g., $5/$20) that the experimenter provided to them. By this
logic, people are more likely to gamble with “house money” of
little consequence, so not much trust would be required. Past
research, however, suggests that this concern is not valid. First,
participants may be quite willing to hand their $5 to a stranger, but
if the stake is serious many more respondents refuse to gamble it
in a lottery (Fetchenhauer & Dunning, 2012). Second, when we
require people to bring their own money to the experiment, trust
rates remain undiminished (Schlösser, Mensching, et al., 2014).
Finally, economic researchers have varied the size of stake in-
volved in trust games. Regardless of whether stakes are very high
(in games played out in poor countries where the initial endow-
ment was the income equivalent of $1,693 in the United States in
2005) or very low (as in online studies), patterns of behavior
remain largely unchanged (Amir, Rand, & Gal, 2012; Johansson-
Stenman, Mahmud, & Martinsson, 2005).

Possible Extensions to Other Social Dilemmas

Although work on the trust game in psychology might be
construed as nascent, the discipline has a long history of studying
similar behavior in social dilemmas: mixed motive games, such as
the prisoner’s dilemma and public goods games, that feature
choices between material self-interest versus acting for the benefit
of all (for reviews, see Camerer, 2003; Parks, Joireman, & Van
Lange, 2013).

Are there any lessons from the findings here that can be trans-
ferred to work on these other social dilemmas? After all, one might
assert that trust and cooperation, for example, in the prisoner
dilemma game, are the same construct, in that each involves a
choice about making oneself vulnerable to exploitation by another.
We would be cautious about such an assertion, however. There are
many details between the trust game and other social dilemmas
that differ, and these differences might activate very different
psychological reactions. After all, other researchers have shown
that seemingly trivial changes in the choice architecture of an
economic game can have a powerful impact on whether the typical
person acts in pro-social or selfish way (Bardsley, 2008; List,
2007).

For example, one major difference between the trust game and
other social dilemmas is that the roles played by the players in the
trust game are asymmetric: Person A must decide to give up the $5
to allow Person B a decision that carries any consequence. As
such, Person A has power over whether Person B can play mean-
ingfully at all. Indeed, Person A really has the power to exit the
game by merely keeping the money. The prisoner’s dilemma
differs in that both players face the same decision. In the traditional
paradigm, they cannot exit the game. They must make a choice.

These differences might explain an apparent contradiction be-
tween our conclusions about the trust game and current thinking
about games involving cooperation. We found that expectations
about reward played a significant but hardly comprehensive role in
people’s decisions to trust, but work on other social dilemmas has
found that social expectations play a large and seemingly central
role (e.g., Balliet & Van Lange, 2013a). Why might that be?

We can furnish two relevant speculations. First, participants in
the prisoner’s dilemma, facing the exact same choice, may form
expectations about their playing partner they feel are more valid
and informative than those formed by participants in the trust.
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Second, much work in social dilemmas has demonstrated that
social norms are in operation by showing that people reward
cooperators and punish the selfish. These carrots and sticks both
work to increase cooperation (Balliet, Mulder, & Van Lange,
2011; Balliet & Van Lange, 2013b; Henrich et al., 2010). If
behavior in social dilemmas is shaped more by norms that are
social in nature, then social variables, such as expectation, might
more salient to participants. That is, whether or not people coop-
erate depends more on whether they think a social norm is in place,
driving both their expectations and their behavior. Trust, driven
more by private injunctions (Bicchieri et al., 2011), those consid-
erations about others fail to rise to the same level of importance.

However, these contradictions about the role played by social
expectation may be more apparent than real. We found that social
expectations do matter but that they were not the only psycholog-
ical mechanism in play. Other social dilemmas might also be
influenced by moral norms (such as respect) or other mechanisms
that have simply not yet been placed under empirical scrutiny.
Thus, one can argue the possibility that both trust and other social
dilemma behavior, once all the data are in, might turn out to be
largely responsive to the same set of psychological dynamics
(social expectation, moral norms) to similar degrees.

In addition, of greater import to our argument is the ability of
norms to explain trust behavior beyond a baseline of economic
rationality. We found that that moral norm appears to lift people’s
trust rates beyond a level anticipated by expectation and risk
tolerance. To be sure, social expectation did matter, in that people
tended to trust more when they were more optimistic about their
peers’ largesse, but those expectations could not explain why trust
exceeded pure economic considerations.

At the end of the day, we might find a similar pattern in other
social dilemmas: Social expectations may moderate who cooper-
ates, for example, in the prisoner dilemma game. However, one
key feature of that game is that it is never economically rational to
cooperate. At every level of expectation, an economic analysis
suggests that people should defect, and so the overall cooperation
rate should be zero (Camerer, 2003). What, then, may account for
positive cooperation rates? One possibility might be the presence
of norms, personal or social, such as we have found here. Indeed,
several researchers have posited the influence of a cooperative
norm (e.g., Balliet et al., 2011) or investigated normative influence
broadly (e.g., Bettenhausen & Murnighan, 1991), but, to our
knowledge, no work has yet identified the specific boundaries of
that norm or whether it works via social or personal avenues (Biel
& Thøgersen, 2007, p. 105). Thus, again, data are needed to
empirically test this possibility. Until then, it is still an open
question whether trust operates via a different or roughly the same
set of psychological mechanisms as other social dilemmas.

Final Words: Implications for Relationships Research

In summary, this research suggests that trust at zero acquain-
tance might be influenced more by internalized norms than by any
consequentialist calculation about outcomes. This perspective
leads to two general thoughts about future research and topics that
may be worthy of serious consideration by scholars of interper-
sonal relationships.

First, one might argue that trust among strangers is not worthy
of study because such transitory and ephemeral relationships are of

little to no importance. One need not worry about trusting the
barista at one’s favorite coffee shop, because any interaction one
might have with that individual is trivial and routine. We think
such an outlook, however, would be mistaken. As recent social
theorists have pointed out, cultures often flourish only to the extent
that people can come to rely on the benevolent actions of a whole
host of strangers (Fehr et al., 2002; Fukuyama, 1995; Henrich,
2006; Henrich et al., 2010). Imagine a world in which one instead
trusted only one’s family and close acquaintances each day for
food. Thus, determining how cultures develop and then maintain
cooperative stances among strangers is a central question for how
people create interpersonal social orders that are somewhat differ-
ent from nasty, brutish, and short.

Second, trust in more established relationships has typically been
defined and investigated in terms of beliefs and expectations within
the relationship (e.g., Rousseau et al., 1998; Simpson, 2007); that is,
whether people believe the other person will be responsive to and
considerate of their personal welfare. This is a consequentialist per-
spective. One might raise the question of whether there is room for
nonconsequentialist, norm-driven dynamics for trust in established
relationships as well. One could ask, more specifically, if norm-driven
trust might be an important catalyst for the development of established
relationships (Lawler, 2001; Lawler, Thye, & Yoon, 2008). In the
beginning of a relationship, the normative influences demonstrated
here at zero acquaintance may be crucial to establish the dynamics of
a trusting partnership; norms may be let to slip after partners get past
the initial stage of potential nontrust. Once some small amount of trust
is established, it produces “reciprocal reassurance” within the dyad
and becomes self-perpetuating and self-enhancing (Holmes & Rem-
pel, 1989). However, without norms to enable initial trust interactions,
it is possible that many relationships (and exchanges) would have a
more difficult time lifting off the ground, if they ever would.
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