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16
TRUST: PERSPECTIVES IN

PSYCHOLOGY

Fabrice Clément

Psychologists and philosophers, even when studying the same object, do not see things
through the same epistemic glasses. Philosophy is traditionally invested in normative
issues and, in the case of trust, the goal is to find some formal criteria to determine
when it is justified to trust someone. Psychologists do not focus on how things should
be, but rather on how information is processed in everyday life; this division of cogni-
tive labor is something worth keeping in mind when involved in interdisciplinary work.
But philosophers have obviously played an important role in the history of science:
thanks to their conceptual work, they cleared the ground for empirical research by
specifying the frontiers of the phenomenon to study. This is notably the case with trust,
a “phenomenon we are so familiar with that we scarcely notice its presence and its
variety” (Baier 1986:233). In order to determine the content of a concept, philosophers
essentially question the way it is used in everyday speeches. The problem with the
notion of trust is that different uses of the word can orient scientific research to differ-
ent directions. Some favored cases, like contracts, where people decide if the amount of
risk involved in cooperating with someone (usually unfamiliar), who will then recipro-
cate, is tolerable (Hardin 2002). These models are strongly inspired by dilemma games,
where rational individuals make their decisions by counterbalancing personal and col-
lective interests. In such contexts, the psychological processes involved are essentially
conscious and, supposedly, rational – even if many empirical studies have shown that
individuals do not often behave as egoistically as the economic model would suggest
(Fehr and Schmidt 1999). At the other end of the spectrum, philosophers consider
cases where trust seems to be of a different nature, like the trust infants have toward
their parents. In such common cases, it would be odd to speak of a contract-based kind
of trust; what is at stake is clearly not the result of a rational calculation, but a rela-
tionship characterized by a peaceful state of mind. As Baier (1986:234) put it, trust in
such contexts can be seen as analogous to air: we inhabit a climate of trust and “notice
it as we notice air, only when it becomes scarce or polluted.” Seen from that perspec-
tive, trust is therefore understood as a basic attitude (Faulkner 2015), most likely of an
affective nature (Jones 1996). In a nutshell, when it defining the nature of trust, philo-
sophers seem to oscillate between characterizing trust as a state of mind that could be
compared either to a belief (for instance Gambetta 1988; see also Keren, this volume).
or that could be compared to an emotion (see Lahno, this volume).
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An evolutionary perspective is often useful to disentangle the nature of complex
human phenomena; why would something like trust (and distrust) have evolved in
our species? The answer has probably to be sought in the complex forms of coop-
eration that characterize human social organizations. Humans are said to be highly
cooperative (Tomasello 2009), in the sense that they can constitute coalitions that are
not related to kinship. Without the guarantee of being reciprocated in the future, an
act of altruism such as helping others can be costly (Trivers 1971). As evolutionary
simulations have demonstrated (Axelrod and Hamilton 1981), a strategy can only be
adaptive in repeated social interactions (like a prisoner’s dilemma) when participants
can eliminate those who do not reciprocate. In other words, it is advantageous to
cooperate, even with a certain time delay, but only when the partner will reciprocate
in a not too distant future. However, it is generally held that the benefit of coopera-
tion (and of being part of a group where individuals can help each other when
needed) is so great, that it is in the interest of the trustee to satisfy the expectations of
the trustor so that he can benefit in the future when more goods are exchanged. But,
notably when the trustee is not engaged in a long-term relationship, the temptation to
defect can be powerful, for example, to get a greater reward, or to avoid some extra
cost to fulfill one’s obligation. Any exchange therefore involves a certain risk for the
trustor. For some, this risk is even embedded in the etymology of the word: according
to Hardin (2002), the word “trust” in English comes from the way villagers organized
hunting during the Middle Ages. Most of them played the role of beaters to frighten
smaller game like rabbits or birds out of the bushes and trees. On the other side of the
wood, the hunters waited for the fleeing animals to come out to shoot them: they
stand tryst. Trust was therefore a role whose success depended on the actions of other
members of the group.

The lesson of this evolutionary story is that trusting others by favoring coopera-
tion had such an adaptive advantage, that trust is hardly avoidable. At the same
time, given the clear risk of being let down or even betrayed by those we trust
unquestioningly, it seems unlikely that something like blind trust could have
evolved. Indeed, several studies seem to indicate that fast and frugal processes are in
place as soon as a potential cooperator enters the perceptual field. In other words, it
is probable that some psychological processes had evolved to filter our potential
cooperators. Such mechanisms work implicitly, in the background of our conscious
mind, and trigger some affective alarm when detecting a potential risk of manip-
ulation. Such automaticity has been illustrated by Todorov and his colleagues, who
have shown in different experiments that individuals screen others’ faces extremely
quickly and evaluate whether someone is trustworthy or not within a few milli-
seconds. For instance, Willis and Todorov (2006) asked participants to judge faces
on different personality traits (trustworthiness, competence, likeability, aggressive-
ness and attractiveness) after 100ms, 500ms or 1,000ms. Interestingly, the scores
obtained after 100ms or 1,000ms were highly correlated, especially in the case of
trustworthiness. In other words, detecting the amount of trustworthiness you can
attribute to another person seems to be processed extremely fast by our brains. In
another experiment, the effects of face trustworthiness were even detectable when
the stimuli were presented for 33ms, i.e. below the threshold of objective awareness
(Todorov and Duchaine 2008). Moreover, a study conducted with participants suf-
fering from prosopagnosia, i.e. being unable to memorize faces or to perceive facial
identity, showed that, in spite of their condition, the participants could make
normal and fast judgments of trustworthiness (Todorov and Duchaine 2008),
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suggesting the existence of a specific mechanism for forming impressions about
people. From a neurological perspective, this “fast and frugal” heuristic seems to
principally involve the amygdala (Engell, Haxby and Todorov 2007). Thanks to 2D
computer simulations based on multiple judgments of emotionally neutral faces,
Oosterhof and Todorov (2008) managed to show that the cues used for trustworthi-
ness heuristics are related to positive or negative valence, indicating that valence
may be a good proxy of trustworthiness. In a nutshell, faces of people that are
evaluated as trustworthy tend to look happier, even when they display an emotion-
ally neutral face; on the contrary, people judged as less trustworthy, look angrier
(see also Clément, Bernard, Grandjean and Sander 2013). Such attention to
expressed emotions for the assessment of trustworthiness may be linked to the fact
that different valences elicit approach versus avoidance behavior.

The automaticity of trustworthiness assessment is further supported by the discovery
that even young children are sensitive to the valence displayed by people around them
who could potentially be trusted. Cogsdill and her colleagues showed that 3- and 4-
year-old children generated basic “mean”/ “nice” judgments to facial characteristics in
a similar way to adults. This precocity could indicate that the ability to infer traits from
faces might not result from “slow social-learning mechanisms that develop through the
gradual detection and internalization of environmental regularities” (Cogsdill, Todorov,
Spelke and Banaji 2014:7), but instead through cognitive mechanisms whose nature is
still under-determined.

Besides the propensity to detect trustworthiness in others’ faces – a heuristic that
is, incidentally, not always reliable (Bond, Berry and Omar 1994) – another adaptive
solution could be to provide a mechanism for selectively attending to those who do
not follow the rules of the game. This is precisely the hypothesis defended by the
evolutionary psychologist Leda Cosmides (1989). Her starting point was the classic
Wason selection task designed to test deductive reasoning abilities: a set of four
cards was placed on a table, each of which had a number on one side and a colored
patch on the other side. The visible faces of the cards showed 3, 8, red and brown.
Participants were asked about the cards they should turn over in order to test the
truth of the following proposition: “if a card shows an even number, then its oppo-
site face shows a primary color.” The right deductive rule is to turn the 8 card (if it
is not red, it violates the rule), and the brown card (if it is even, it violates the rule).
However, most participants chose the 8 card and the red card, trying to confirm the
rule. Cosmides introduced a variation of the game by asking participants to verify
the following rule: “if a person is drinking beer, then he must be over 20 years old.”
The four cards had information about four people sat a table: “drinking beer,”
“drinking coke,” “25 years old,” and “16 years old.” This time, most participants
responded correctly by choosing “drinking beer” and “16 years old.” Cosmides
explains such differences based on the content of the problem instead of their
intrinsic difficulty, by arguing that the human mind includes specific inferential pro-
cedures to detect cheating on social contracts (see also Sugiyama, Tooby and Cos-
mides 2002; for a critique, see Sperber and Girotto, 2002). Similarly, to avoid the
risk of being manipulated, one can expect that cheaters are not only rapidly detected
but also punished by the other players. This idea has been developed by behavioral
economists under the “strong reciprocity” hypothesis. Indeed, there are many
experiments that show that participants are actually willing to punish those who fail
to cooperate, even if this “altruistic” punishment is costly for them (e.g. Fehr and
Gächter 2002). Moreover, it has been demonstrated that punishing cheaters
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activates the dorsal striatum, an area of the brain that has been implicated in the
processing of reward (de Quervain et al. 2004). In other words, our brains seem
motivated to detect cheaters and to punish them. In such a world, trusting is a
slightly less risky endeavor. Moreover, given the fact that humans are endowed with
language, cheaters are at risk not only of being discovered, but also of being publicly
denounced. By having their reputation tarnished, they run the risk of being excluded
from future cooperation (Fehr 2004, see also Origgi, this volume). It has, indeed,
been shown that many of our conversations are about others’ behaviors and that the
role of gossip can be seen as detecting others’ deviations from what is socially
expected (Dunbar 2004).

Detecting the potential cooperators is often associated with a positive bias for
people belonging to the same group (in-group) and a negative bias for those belong-
ing to another group (out-group). While being fallible and thus potentially harmful to
both trustors and trustees (see Scheman as well as Medina, this volume), the evolu-
tionary explanation for such preferences would be that people belonging to the same
group are subject to the same norms and values and tend therefore to be more
cooperative, notably because they fear the social repercussions of an unfair behavior
(Gil-White 2005). Social psychologists have shown how people are inclined to judge
in-group members to be more helpful than out-group members and participants
choose preferentially in-group members (for instance, students from the same uni-
versity) as cooperators in economic games (Foddy, Platow and Yamagishi 2009).
Interestingly, in-group categorization is itself a very basic mechanism that can be
triggered by apparently uninformative details, like shared taste for a given artist used
by Tajfel in his minimal group paradigm (Tajfel 1970). This automaticity is also
demonstrated by its very early presence in infants’ mind: 10-month-old infants, for
instance, preferentially selected a toy offered by a person who previously spoke in
their native language over a person who spoke in a different language (Kinzler,
Dupoux and Spelke 2007). Similarly, the simple observation of characters showing
either the same or a different taste than their own choice triggers specific preferences
by 9- and 14-month-olds: they prefer individuals who treat similar others well and
treat dissimilar others poorly (Hamlin, Mahajan, Liberman and Wynn 2013). In-
group and out-group categorizations are therefore fallible, but very powerful short-
cuts when it comes to deciphering whom to trust.

Thanks to language, humans can benefit from another kind of cooperation:
the exchange of information facilitated by verbal statements, and trust plays a crucial
role here. As Quine and Ullian (1978:30) stated, language affords us “more eyes to see
with.” Others’ testimonies can be compared as vicarious observation and increasing
knowledge about our environment confer major benefits, notably in terms of reducing
uncertainty (see Faulkner, this volume). However, this kind of “epistemic trust” is
subject to the same potential issues as other forms of social cooperation: it is possible
for an informer to omit a piece of relevant information, or even to intentionally trans-
mit a piece of information that he knows to be erroneous. Such Machiavellian manip-
ulation can be beneficial for the informant, who can “transfer” wrong information into
others’ minds (Byrne and Whiten 1988). If the others were to believe such “testimony,”
they could adopt behaviors that are favorable for the informant, but not for themselves.
With Sperber and colleagues, we proposed that the risk of manipulation is so high in
human communication that something like an “epistemic vigilance” had to evolve in
our species (Sperber et al. 2010). According to this hypothesis, selective pressure
favored cost-effective procedures to evaluate each piece of information that was
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provided by someone else. Given that the relevance of the testimony depends on the
source’s competence (since they could be wrong by ignorance) and honesty (since they
could be lying), one could expect that these two dimensions depend upon a relatively
automatic evaluation. A good way to test these initial checks is to look at child devel-
opment: if humans are endowed with epistemic vigilance, one would expect children to
exhibit it quite early (Clément 2010). Of course, honesty is hard to perceive but a good
proxy is benevolence: when wishing somebody well, a source is, in principle, not trying
to manipulate her. Indeed, an early sensitivity to benevolence has been shown by young
children: participants as young as 3 years old prefer the testimony of a benevolent
informant rather than a malevolent informant – a character who behaved aggressively
towards the experimenter (Mascaro and Sperber 2009). Similarly, several studies have
shown that children do not blindly trust what is said to them. For instance, even a
source that has been reliable in the past loses her credibility when she says something
that contradicts the child’s own perception (Clément, Koenig and Harris 2004). More-
over, children use past accounts of a source’s reliability when deciding whom to trust
(Koenig, Clément and Harris 2004; Harris et al. 2012). It has even been shown that
preschoolers use different social cues to evaluate others’ statements. For instance, they
are more ready to trust familiar people than unfamiliar ones (Harris and Koenig 2009)
and prefer informants who also have their native accent (Kinzler, Corriveau and Harris
2011). Another line of research shows that preschoolers take the number of sources
into account when listening to contradictory statements; without other specifications,
the testimony of a majority is selected over a minority (Haun, van Leeuwen and
Edelson 2013) and this propensity can even overcome reliability until 5 or 6 years of
age (Bernard, Proust and Clément 2015): children at this age are able to “resist” the
majority point of view when this latter had been wrong in the past. An evaluation of
the content of the information transmitted also seems to take place quite early. At 16
months, for instance, infants are surprised when someone uses a familiar name inap-
propriately (Koenig and Echols 2003). Three-year-olds and 4-year-olds can distinguish
good from bad reasons when they are evaluating testimony (Koenig 2012). Recently, it
has been shown that preschoolers evaluate the “logical quality” of explanations, pre-
ferring, for instance, non-circular over circular statements (Corriveau and Kurkul 2014;
Mercier, Bernard and Clément 2014).

In summary, research in psychology leads us to believe that our ability to evaluate
others’ testimony before deciding whether to trust them is already present, even very
early in our ontogenesis. While there is no definitive proof that something like some
vigilance is “built” into our cognitive system, existing evidence seems to indicate that it
is “natural” for our species to evaluate different aspects of potential partners before
deciding to trust them and, for instance, to follow their advice. Moreover, the fact that
very young children are able to perform at least some of these evaluative operations
indicates that different cues of our social environment are automatically and implicitly
processed in situations where trust is at play. Based on the psychology literature, it is
therefore difficult to limit trust to its strategic dimension. This option, often taken in
economics, implicitly leads to a concept of trust based solely on the premise that it is
the product of explicit thinking, as a calculation of the probability that a potential
cooperator is reliable. Although such conscious deliberation may sometimes happen
(for instance when deciding whom to contact to decorate your house), trusting some-
one is most often the result of an unconscious process that will determine a certain
attitude. To conclude: trust manifests itself within a large continuum starting from the
infant’s trust in her mother to the businessman’s trust in a potential partner.

Trust: Perspectives in Psychology
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Two important questions remain unanswered. The first question is of a “rousseauist”
nature: does everyone start with unquestioned faith towards others’ good will and then
learn to be more selective? Or has trust to be won, overcoming mistrust? A line of
research has recently brought interesting insight into this issue by studying the influence
of a hormone that acts as an important neurotransmitter: oxytocin. This hormone is
involved in key social contexts when the binding between two individuals is vital, like
during sex, birth and breastfeeding. Its release is notably associated with a warm and
positive state of mind that favors the ongoing social relationship. The influence of this
hormone most likely exists since the beginning of life. This has been shown for instance
by newborn macaques which, after inhaling oxytocin, where more prompt to initiate
affiliative pro-social behavior to a human caregiver (Simpson et al. 2014). With human
adults, experimental economists have shown that intranasal administration of oxytocin
during a trust game increase the readiness to bear risks (Kosfeld, Heinrichs, Zak,
Fischbacher and Fehr 2005). Recently, we have shown that even the endogenous level
of oxytocin, checked before an “egg-hunting” game, predicted the level of cooperation,
but only as long as participants belonged to the same group (McClung et al. 2018). This
last specification is important because it highlights the fact that oxytocin cannot simply
be considered as a “love hormone.” Indeed, other researchers have shown that oxytocin
not only enhances trust and cooperation between in-groups but also promotes aggres-
sion toward potential out-groups (De Dreu et al. 2010; De Dreu and Kret 2016). The
secretion of oxytocin plays an important role therefore in establishing a psychological
state where the absence of anxiety in the presence of another person will facilitate col-
laboration. But such warm peacefulness, that could remain unnoticed until broken, is
preceded by an evaluation of the nature of the ongoing relationship (Kaufmann and
Clément 2014) and, in the case of potential competition, the same hormone can have
radically different behavioral consequences.

The second remaining question is about the dynamic of trust: how do we move on
the “scale of trust,” from an unselfconscious sense of security to a more explicit
awareness of the risk, so often inherent to cooperation (Baier 1986:236)? To answer this
question, we can imagine a scenario starting with the initial and implicit trust that a
baby experiences, at least when the relationship develops harmoniously with her care-
givers. It would be possible to imagine a widening circle to illustrate levees of trust. At
the center of the circle one can expect trust to be largely unnoticed, like the air we
breathe. However, things get more complex with the widening of the circle. Notably, a
phenomenon well known to parents appears between 6 and 8 months of age: Stranger
Fear (Sroufe 1977; Brooker et al. 2013). It is probably only when this anxiety can be –
partially – overcome that the different implicit evaluation processes we have described
can kick in. But, it is still not necessary at that point to presuppose explicit processes,
as alternatives have been shown in recent research on metacognition. For a long time
indeed, metacognition was thought of as a reflective process, a “cognition that reflects
on, monitors, or regulates first-order cognition” (Kuhn 2000); in other words, meta-
cognition would essentially be metarepresentational, involving representations that are
about other representations (Sperber 2000). The problem with this conception is that it
is cognitively demanding and it does not fit with young children’s executive abilities
(Clément 2016). However, we have seen that preschoolers are able to “decide” whom to
trust based on cues about various phenomena (reliability, benevolence, consensus,
familiarity, etc.). To explain these precocious monitoring abilities, the philosopher
Joelle Proust proposes that metacognition can indeed be differentiated from metar-
epresentations (Proust 2007). To monitor one’s cognition, we rely on different kinds of
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cues that are correlated with feelings (Proust 2013). The typical example, proposed by
Asher Koriat, is the case of ‘the feeling of knowing’ (tip-of-the-tongue): even if access
to a specific content is momentary impossible, we can feel that it is within “cognitive
reach” (Koriat 1993). Within this perspective, trust can be understood as the intimate
resonance of an evaluation process that is most often left opaque to us. With time and
the development of a theory of mind, i.e. the ability to reflexively represent one’s
mental states and those of others, more reflexive evaluations can take place. The econ-
omists’ version of trust can take its place at the other end of the spectrum: after a
strategic weighting of the situation, you can consciously decide to trust a potential
cooperator, with a reasonable doubt based on a rough estimation of the probability
that s/he will reciprocate.

The psychological epistemic lenses adopted here highlight the unconscious pro-
cesses that underlie social exchanges when the participants trust each other, i.e. accept
the risk inherent of the cooperative situation with a degree of confidence. Many of
these evaluations are not accessible to consciousness but the feelings they trigger can
be re-evaluated and, eventually, put into question. As natural selection aims at effi-
cient mechanisms, in terms of time and energy, the evaluation processes leading to
trust are approximations which have worked sufficiently well in the past to ensure the
success of our species. Therefore, it is possible that they lead us to trust – or distrust –
someone, based on some unreliable cues. In some cases, these mechanisms can even
have deleterious consequences, notably when decisions are based solely on group
membership. The normative dimension of philosophy then becomes essential, speci-
fying when it is justified to trust or to be skeptical, enabling us to consciously revise
impressions that are too readily available. Such critical abilities are probably more
desirable than ever.
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