
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Public trust: expectancies, beliefs, and behavior

Alink, D.

Publication date
2014
Document Version
Final published version

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Alink, D. (2014). Public trust: expectancies, beliefs, and behavior. [Thesis, fully internal,
Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:24 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/public-trust-expectancies-beliefs-and-behavior(9391ccb3-d817-40b0-80ff-024958543647).html


Uitnodiging
Voor het bijwonen van 
de promotie van
Daniel Alink

Public Trust 
Expectancies, Beliefs, and 
Behavior

Op vrijdag 12 september 
2014  om 12.00 uur

in de Agnietenkapel
Oudezijds Voorburgwal 231
te Amsterdam

Receptie na afloop in het
Frascati café, Sint Barberen-
straat 7 te Amsterdam

Paranimfen
Bart Boersma 06 24998565
bart.boersma@yahoo.com
Jasper Hendrikse 06 48971266
jasperhendrikse@gmail.com

        Public Trust        
 

 
 

 
 

   Daniel Alink        

Dissertatiereeks Kurt Lewin Instituut 2014-13

Public Trust 
Expectancies, Beliefs, and Behavior

Daniel Alink

k  u  r  t  l  e

 

w  i  n  i  n  s

 

t  i  t  u  u  t



 

 

 

 

 

 

Public Trust 
 

Expectancies, Beliefs, and Behavior 

 

 

 

 

Daniel Alink 

 
  



VOOR MIJN ECHTGENOTE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cover Design: Bianca van der Weg 

 

Printed by: Ipskamp Drukkers, Amsterdam 

 

ISBN: 978-94-6259-283-4 

 



Public Trust: Expectancies, Beliefs, and Behavior 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ACADEMISCH PROEFSCHRIFT 

 

ter verkrijging van de graad van doctor 

 

aan de Universiteit van Amsterdam 

 

op gezag van de Rector Magnificus 

 

prof. dr. D.C. van den Boom 

 

ten overstaan van een door het college voor promoties ingestelde 

 

commissie, in het openbaar te verdedigen in de Agnietenkapel 

 

op vrijdag 12 september 2014, te 12.00 uur 

 

 

 

door Daniel Alink 

 

geboren te Zutphen 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Promotiecommissie: 

 

Promotor: Prof. dr. J. van der Pligt 

Co-promotor: Dr. F. van Harreveld 

 

Overige leden: Prof. dr. E.J. Doosje  

  Prof. dr. J.R. Eiser 

  Prof. dr. B.M. Fennis 

  Prof. dr. G.A. van Kleef 

  Dr. M. White 

   

 

Faculteit der Maatschappij- en Gedragswetenschappen 

 

 

 

 

 



Contents 

 

 

Chapter 1: General introduction 7 

 

  

Part I: Antecedents of consumer trust 19 

 

  

Chapter 2: Interpersonal versus impersonal consumer trust: The role of competence 21 

and benevolence 

 

  

Chapter 3: Motives matter: The effects of integrity, benevolence and competence 41 

on consumer trust and behavior  

 

 

Part II: Consequences of trust: Political trust and populist party voting 65 

 

 

Chapter 4: Political trust, moral emotions and populist party voting 67 

 

 

Chapter 5: Modelling political trust and populist party voting 87 

 

 

Chapter 6: General discussion 111 

 

 

References 129 

 

 

Appendix A: Items used in Study 5.1 143 

 

 

Appendix B: Correlation matrix of variables in Study 5.1 146 

 

 

Appendix C: Scenarios used in Study 5.2 147 

 

 

Samenvatting – Summary in Dutch 149 

  



  



7 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1 

 

General introduction 

 

  

  



8 
 

The Egyptian plover (Pluvianus aegyptius or “Crocodile Bird”) gathers food in a very 

peculiar and rather dangerous way. The little bird allegedly likes to enter the wide-open 

mouth of the Nile crocodile to peck food bits from the crocodile’s teeth. The risk the bird 

takes seems enormous; it is completely at the mercy of the crocodile’s decision to opt for 

dental hygiene or an extra snack. Biologists contest the phenomenon, but many people seem 

to believe in this special relation between the plover and the crocodile. The appeal of this 

phenomenon probably in part lies in its counterintuitive nature; how could such a small and 

powerless creature deliver itself up to such a large and dangerous animal? The answer to that 

question is trust. 

 While human society is obviously much more complex than this example, trust 

relationships are very important. Ever since people started relying on others to provide safety, 

food, medicine and other necessities, trust plays a major role. We tend to trust our partners, 

family, and co-workers. Similarly we trust our butcher around the corner, our physician, and 

even drivers of oncoming cars. As such, trust is often referred to as an important social glue or 

social lubricant (Arrow, 1974). Trust is often seen as an interpersonal phenomenon 

characterized by security, warmth and predictability. However, over the past decades society 

has seen important changes that require a less personal kind of trust. Apart from trusting 

people like the local baker for our daily bread, the local teacher for the education of our 

children, and the local physician for our health, we are now also frequently faced with large 

organizations like food corporations, governmental agencies, and schools and hospitals with 

hundreds of employees that we hardly know anything about. Many of our needs could not be 

met without trust in such organizations and institutions; think of getting a higher education, 

getting a mortgage, buying an insurance, or booking a flight via the internet. 

While this kind of trust is obviously important, recent developments illustrate that it 

cannot always be taken for granted. Examples are in large supply; for instance, trust in banks 
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has plummeted following the financial crisis that started in 2008 (Stevenson & Wolfers, 

2011). Trust in nuclear energy melted down just as fast as the reactor in Fukushima, to the 

point where nuclear plants were permanently shut down in some countries (see e.g., 

Lechtenböhmer & Samadi, 2012). Trust in political institutions has been waning for at least a 

decade, which is compounded by economic and cultural hardships that are felt across Europe 

(McLaren, 2012). Even medical care suffers from trust problems, as illustrated by the fact that 

vaccination programs are increasingly met with skepticism (Larson, Cooper, Eskola, Katz, & 

Ratzan, 2011). 

 If trust is a social lubricant, crises such as the above are like sand thrown into a well-

oiled machine. After the nuclear meltdown in Fukushima, Germany closed down all of her 

nuclear plants overnight, sinking a multibillion-euro industry with decades of investment and 

development behind it. Loss of trust in an organization or even an entire industry is often for 

valid reasons; it can be argued that a lot was wrong with the banking sector before 2008. 

However, crises are often associated with costs, and attempts to prevent loss of trust are often 

beneficial to all parties involved. The collapse of trust can be very costly to all parties 

involved; as we have seen in the recent banking crisis, but also in crises surrounding 

technological developments such as nuclear energy and biotechnology. Thus, it is important 

to know the antecedents of trust. In this dissertation I aim to provide insight into the 

determinants and consequences of trust in organizations and institutions. 

 Interestingly, psychological research so far has mainly focused on interpersonal trust. 

For example, trust has been researched in the context of intimate relationships and partner 

choice (Larzelere & Huston, 1980; Rempel, Holmes, & Zanna, 1985; Righetti & Finkenauer, 

2011), intergroup relations (Kramer & Carnevale, 2008), job performance (Kramer & Tyler, 

1996; Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995), and doctor-patient relationships (Clark, 2002).  In 

this dissertation I will take what we know about the antecedents and consequences of trust in 
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other people as a starting point, and apply this knowledge to trust in more abstract and 

impersonal organizations. In doing so I will combine insights from different disciplines to 

create a more integrated knowledge base of antecedents and consequences of trust in 

organizations and institutions, also known as public trust.  

The current dissertation also builds on existing research on public trust, for example 

trust in societal risk management authorities (Siegrist & Cvetkovich, 2000; White & Johnson, 

2010). However, the focus of the dissertation lies on the antecedents and consequences of two 

forms of public trust that are particularly important given the aforementioned economic and 

societal issues: consumers’ trust in firms and companies (hereafter called consumer trust) and 

voters’ trust in different aspects of the political system (hereafter called political trust)
 1

. In 

four empirical chapters I will present findings on these forms of trust. Consumer trust will be 

the focal topic of Chapters 2 and 3, while I will address political trust in Chapters 4 and 5. In 

the remainder of this first chapter I will provide a brief overview of research on trust, with an 

emphasis on the two domains mentioned above. Before that, I first turn to the definition of 

trust and the question what it means to trust and to be trusted. Next, I will provide the 

theoretical model that I use to describe the antecedents and consequences of trust. Finally, I 

will present a brief overview of the issues that will be discussed in the four empirical chapters. 

 

What is Trust? 

 As illustrated by the example of the crocodile and the bird, trust is about voluntarily 

taking a risk while another party is in control of the outcomes of the situation. For example, 

Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, and Camerer (1998, p. 395) define trust as: “a psychological state 

comprising the intention to accept vulnerability based upon positive expectations of the 

intentions or behavior of another.” This is also the definition used throughout this dissertation. 

                                                             
1 The terms ‘consumer trust’ and ‘political trust’ may cause confusion, since the first refers to trust of the trustor 

(consumer), while the second refers to trust of citizens in the political system. Given the consensus in the 

literature on these names I will also use them in this dissertation. 
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While trust in people and trust in organizations differ in some respects, the above definition 

highlights three aspects that are critical to any kind of trust relationship. These concern a 

specific psychological state, expectations and the acceptance of vulnerability. First, the 

psychological state indicates that the trusting person (trustor) experiences a state or feeling of 

trusting something or someone. Second, positive expectations; these expectations suggest that 

the trusting person assesses whether the person or object to be trusted (trustee) warrants these 

expectations. Third, accepting vulnerability; i.e., the trustor realizes and accepts his or her 

vulnerability in the relationship with the trustee. 

Explanations of trust often focus on one of these aspects. In explaining the 

psychological state that characterizes trust, research has mainly focused on individual 

differences between trustors. Research addressing the positive expectations mentioned above 

often sees these expectations as social judgments; people judge the trustworthiness of another 

party. Finally, research on the acceptance of vulnerability tends to follow a more behavior-

centered approach. In the following sections I will elaborate on the topics of individual 

differences, perceived trustworthiness, and behavioral consequences, and how these are 

treated in this dissertation. 

 Individual differences. The extent to which we trust others in general can be viewed 

as a more or less stable personality trait (Rotter, 1967; 1980). Recently, the discovery of a 

biological basis of trust in the form of the hormone oxytocin (Fehr, 2009; Kosfeld, Heinrichs, 

Zak, Fischbacher, & Fehr, 2005) resulted in increased attention for characteristics of the 

trustor. However, it needs to be added that the impact of individual differences on trust is 

generally modest compared to other influences (e.g., Colquitt, Scott, & LePine, 2007). In this 

dissertation individual differences are not the focal point of investigation, but nonetheless 

their effects will be controlled for in some studies.  
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 Trustworthiness. There are all kinds of impressions that people form about others 

that influence their decision to trust. Together, these perceptions create a summary evaluation 

of the other’s trustworthiness (Mayer et al., 1995). These perceptions provide the basis of our 

expectations about the other, and eventually determine whether we are willing to engage in 

risk-taking behavior. Obviously, these perceptions can pertain to individuals as well as to 

organizations, as explicitly stated by Mayer and colleagues (Schoorman, Mayer, & Davis, 

2007). Mayer and colleagues identify three main components of trustworthiness: 

competence
2
, benevolence and integrity. 

 Competence comprises the set of skills and abilities needed to exert influence in a 

certain domain. In general, competence is needed to control situations with uncertain 

outcomes. In the workplace, you would prefer a competent colleague if you are working with 

dangerous machinery. In romantic relationships, competence can refer to a variety of skills, 

including the partner’s ability to earn a decent income, or to resist impulses, such as spending 

too much money, by exerting self-control (Righetti & Finkenauer, 2011). In the consumer 

domain, competence is mainly associated with the quality of products and services a company 

can deliver. However, competence can be a double-edged sword, since competent people can 

come off as cold (Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002). This also applies to situations that 

require consumer trust. For example, for-profit organizations are regarded as more competent 

than non-profit organizations, but also as less warm (Aaker, Vohs, & Mogilner, 2010). I will 

discuss these two sides of competence in more detail in this dissertation. 

 Benevolence is vital for creating trust between individuals. Benevolence can be 

defined as the extent to which a party cares or is perceived to care about another party’s 

interests. Obviously benevolence is very important in intimate relationships such as with 

                                                             
2 Mayer and colleagues use the term ability instead of competence. These terms are interchangeable, but for the 

sake of consistency with other literature I use competence throughout this dissertation. 
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one’s spouse (Larzelere & Huston, 1980; Rempel et al, 1985), but also in more distal 

relationships such as with co-workers or between trading partners (Ganesan, 1994).  

Organizations can also demonstrate benevolence, for example by selling healthy 

products that are beneficial to their customers, or by giving donations to third world countries. 

However, presenting oneself as benevolent may not always generate trust; it can even backfire 

if the organization’s motives are questioned (Smith, 2012; Spitzeck, Pirson, & Dierksmeier, 

2011). This leads to the third component of trustworthiness, integrity, defined as “the trusting 

party's perception that the trusted party will be honest and adhere to an acceptable set of 

principles” (Lee & Turban, 2001, p. 78). Suspicions of low integrity, for instance cheating or 

fraud, are perhaps the most damaging to a party’s trustworthiness (Kim, Ferrin, Cooper, & 

Dirks, 2004; Terwel, Harinck, Ellemers, & Daamen, 2009). While there is some research on 

the impact of benevolence and integrity, simultaneously including both when researching trust 

in organizations has not been done yet. In the current dissertation the interplay between these 

factors will play an important role.  

 Behavioral consequences. The defining property of any trust relationship is that there 

is uncertainty about possible negative and/or positive outcomes. The trustee controls these 

outcomes to some extent (at least more than the trustor), and the trustor’s decision to engage 

in a certain behavior entails the acceptance of this dependence. Examples are the 

aforementioned purchasing of products of uncertain quality, undergoing medical treatment, or 

even just lending a book to a friend. Trust can also mean that people do not engage in action; 

a trusting population that accepts new developments in their community (a new chemical 

factory, a new storage facility) because they trust the local authorities and controlling 

agencies (Siegrist & Cvetkovich, 2000). Mayer and colleagues (1995) combined the elements 

discussed so far in a more general model as depicted in Figure 1.1. 
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Figure 1.1. Trust: A process model (adapted from Mayer et al., 1995)
3
 

  

Figure 1 summarizes the trust process a   nd shows that behavior (with varying degrees 

of risk for the trustor) is the outcome of the state of trust, while competence, benevolence and 

integrity are the antecedents. Obviously, this is a very cognitive approach to trust. Another 

way to view trust is to consider trust an emotion (Plutchik, 1980), or to distinguish between 

cognitive and affective trust (McAllister, 1995). This idea ties in with a biological approach to 

trust, suggesting that trust is equal to, or at least part of, the emotional bond between people. 

This view is in accordance with work by Fiske and colleagues on stereotypes; they equal trust 

with warmth (Fiske, Cuddy, & Glick, 2007). Still, the prevailing consensus is that the state of 

trust is mainly cognitive, but this state may influence or be influenced by emotions (Dunn & 

Schweitzer, 2005; Schoorman et al., 2007). Moreover, since emotions are often associated 

with action tendencies (Frijda, Kuipers, & Ter Schure, 1989), they may be especially 

important in facilitating the link between trust and behavior. In this dissertation I will also 

address the role of emotions and relate their role to the general model depicted in Figure 1.1. 

                                                             
3 The precise relationship of dispositional trust with the other variables is not clear. Mayer and colleagues also 

suggest possible interactions with competence, benevolence and integrity. In this dissertation, I will only 

consider the direct effect of individual differences on trust. 

 

Competence 

Benevolence 

Integrity 

Trust 

Disposition 

Behavior 
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As can be seen in Figure 1, there is also a feedback loop connecting the outcomes of 

trusting behavior on future trust and risk-taking behavior. Reciprocity is the most important 

element of this feedback loop; i.e., the extent to which trust is rewarded or not. For example, 

if you make an online purchase and the product is delivered on time and undamaged, your 

trust in the online company is reinforced and you are more likely to engage in future 

transactions. Most people show a tendency to reciprocate, even if there are no incentives to do 

so or penalties for not doing so (Berg, Dickhaut, & McCabe, 1995; Fehr & Gächter, 2000). 

However, in the political context failures to reciprocate are quite common. For example, 

when political parties change their policies after being elected, voters may feel betrayed and 

feel like they ‘wasted’ their vote. These instances may have a profound impact on trust, and 

will also be addressed in this dissertation. 

To summarize, trust in both people and organizations depends on three main elements: 

disposition to trust, the trustworthiness of the other party, and the risk or vulnerability 

involved. While each of these elements has been researched to some extent, the integrative 

model of trust (Mayer et al., 1995) has to date not been applied to trust in organizations. The 

goal of this dissertation is to do exactly this. In addition, I aim to go beyond the model by 

looking at the impact of the context in which trust takes place, and by investigating possible 

interactions of competence, benevolence and integrity. Finally, I investigate how emotions 

affect the relationship between trust and behavior. 

 

 

Part I: Antecedents of consumer trust 

 In Chapters 2 and 3 of this dissertation I apply the trust model by Mayer and 

colleagues (1995) to consumer trust. The main goal of these chapters is to assess the relative 
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importance of competence, benevolence and integrity, and how their importance depends on 

situational and organizational characteristics. In Chapter 2, I focus on how consumer trust is 

influenced by the type of interaction consumers have with the selling organization. People can 

interact with an organization in more or less personal ways. They can have contact with a 

single employee - for example a sales representative - or with a more abstract representation 

of the organization, for example by visiting their website. In this chapter I investigate the 

relative impact of the determinants of trustworthiness (competence, benevolence and 

integrity) on trust in a more interpersonal context versus a more impersonal context or 

interaction. 

 Chapter 3 focuses on the role of integrity. Violations of integrity can have a profound 

impact on trust in many contexts. For example, cheating and lying often signify the end of 

romantic relationships, while misleading consumers or outright fraud are some of the worst 

offenses a company could commit. Corporate scandals like that of Enron in 2001 form a 

prime example of what could happen as a result of low managerial integrity (Petrick & 

Scherer, 2003). Moreover, doubts about a company’s integrity may make their attempts at 

benevolent behavior suspicious. In particular, the motive to make a profit may cause a 

company’s intentions to be viewed as less sincere. I investigate this idea by assessing the 

effect of a health improvement message on a food product that is produced by either a profit- 

or non-profit organization. 

 In present day society we often deal with for-profit companies. Obviously, a profit 

motive is not always detrimental to trust. Aaker and colleagues (2010) found that for-profit 

firms are seen as more competent than non-profit firms. Competent firms are expected to 

make high quality products, which is obviously beneficial for consumer purchasing. However, 

non-profit firms are seen as relatively warm, which makes them trustworthy (Fiske et al., 
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2007). The latter can also be expected to affect willingness to purchase their products.  In 

Chapter 3 I investigate how these mechanisms relate to consumer trust and behavior. 

 

Part II: Consequences of trust: Political trust and populist party voting 

 Trust in political institutions is of critical importance because it fosters compliance 

with government policy, a core factor in determining a country’s societal stability (Marien & 

Hooghe, 2011). Moreover, political trust directly affects people’s voting behavior. On the one 

hand, people who lose trust in the political system may withdraw from electoral participation 

altogether (Grönlund & Setälä, 2007). On the other hand, low trust and feelings of discontent 

or even anger toward the political elite could lead to voting for challenger parties or so-called 

‘third parties’ (Hetherington, 1999). In chapters 4 and 5 I investigate how political trust is 

related to voting for a specific category of challenger parties; populist parties. 

 Support for populist parties has been on the increase in many European countries since 

the mid 1990’s. For people who have low trust in the political system, voting for populist 

parties could be a way to participate in the democratic system while still voicing their 

discontent (Canovan, 1999). In Chapter 4 I investigate whether political distrust indeed leads 

to increased support for populist parties. Moreover, people who think politicians are moral 

deviants are also likely to experience moral emotions such as anger, contempt and aversion 

(Grappi, Romani, & Bagozzi, 2013; Haidt, 2003). These emotions are known to promote a 

variety of action tendencies, including protest behavior. Particularly anger is associated with 

protest (Weber, 2013). 

 In Chapter 5, I return to the integrative model of trust (Mayer et al. 1995) to assess 

whether the three trustworthiness components (competence, benevolence, integrity) are also 

antecedents of political trust. In this chapter I propose and compare two path models 

combining the various antecedents of trust, and comparing two potential roles for emotions in 
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the model. Within this framework I also investigate the relationship between perceived 

societal threats and populist voting, since trust is especially important in uncertain and 

threatening situations. Previous research distinguishes between realistic and symbolic threat 

(Stephan & Stephan, 2000). Realistic threat is associated with economic concerns, while 

symbolic threat stems from the fear that cultural norms and values are in danger.  I investigate 

the role of perceived economic and cultural threat for left-wing versus right-wing populist 

voters. 

 The cyclical nature of elections creates feedback loops that influence trust; a party 

may garner trust before the elections, but if they give up important issues in order to 

participate in a coalition government, voters may lose trust in that specific party. Especially in 

multi-party systems (such as in The Netherlands), coalition negotiations are an important part 

of the election process. Chapter 5 focuses on what happens when a party changes its mind on 

important issues in order to build a coalition. 

 Summing up, in four chapters I will present empirical findings on the antecedents and 

consequences of consumer trust and political trust. The first part (Chapters 2 and 3) focuses 

on antecedents; in this part consumer trust is the main outcome variable. The second part 

(Chapters 4 and 5) is more geared toward behavioral consequences of trust or a lack of it; 

voting behavior. The chapters are based on independent research articles and can be read 

separately. Readers will however notice some overlap in the use of both theory and 

methodology. The final chapter provides a general discussion of the findings and gives 

directions for future research. 
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One of the most important determinants of consumer behavior is trust in the organization 

providing the desired goods and services (Schurr & Ozanne, 1985). For a long time, 

relationships between consumers and organizations were quite personal. For example, the 

owner of the local bakery would personally help his customers when they came in to buy 

bread. Generally, people would base their trust in the bakery, on impressions of the owner 

himself. If the owner was nice and friendly (as opposed to grumpy and disinterested), people 

were more inclined to trust him and buy his bread. However, modern consumption processes 

are often devoid of such social impressions and interaction. We buy bread in anonymous 

supermarkets, and the explosive growth of internet commerce in recent years removes the 

social aspect of shopping even further. An important question that arises concerns the impact 

of the absence of a social context on trust in the selling party. Does trust play a similar role in 

these impersonal contexts? Does it differ from social or interpersonal trust as studied in 

psychology and related fields? 

 According to one widely used definition trust is “the willingness of the trustor to 

accept vulnerability to the actions of the trustee” (Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, and Camerer, 1998). 

In many cases, this trustee is an individual; examples are family members, friends, coworkers 

and neighbors, but also physicians, teachers and politicians. There is a considerable amount of 

research on this so-called interpersonal trust, stemming from multiple fields such as 

psychology (Righetti & Finkenauer, 2012; Rotter, 1967), management science (Mayer, Davis, 

& Schoorman, 1995), medicine (Mechanic, 1998) and politics (Slovic, 1999; Warren, 1999). 

However, modern society also requires trust in organizations such as governments, banks, and 

corporations. Critically, trust in these organizations is much less social; we need to trust the 

organization as a whole, instead of trusting a single person. Thus, trust in organizations could 

be described as impersonal, as opposed to interpersonal. 
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  Trust in organizations has been studied extensively, but there is very little knowledge 

on the differences between impersonal forms of trust and interpersonal trust. Sociologists 

Lewis and Weigert (1985) alluded to a more abstract kind of ‘system trust’ as fundamentally 

different from interpersonal trust. Zaheer, McEvily, and Perrone (1998) differentiate between 

interpersonal and inter-organizational forms of trust in exchanges between firms. They argue 

that the default level of trust is between individuals, and that the transition to the 

organizational level does not occur on a one-to-one basis. More broadly speaking, considering 

the context in which trust takes place could be critical for a better understanding of the 

concept of trust (Schoorman, Mayer, & Davis 2007). This holds especially true for consumer 

trust, where the interaction between consumer and selling party can vary greatly in the 

amount of interpersonal contact involved. The current research aims to compare interpersonal 

and impersonal trust, and to provide more insight into their effect on consumer decision-

making and purchasing intentions. In doing so, we focus on the role of two main antecedents 

of trustworthiness, competence and benevolence (Mayer et al., 1995), and their impact on 

interpersonal versus impersonal consumer trust.  

Competence, or ability, comprises “a set of skills needed to exert influence in a certain 

domain” (Mayer et al. 1995).  For instance, the perception of an internet store’s ability to 

deliver goods is critical for consumer trust (Jarvenpaa, Tractinsky, & Vitale 2000). Aaker, 

Vohs, and Mogilner (2010) demonstrated that perceived competence is the primary 

determinant of consumer’s purchasing intentions. General competence is also an important 

requirement for trust in institutions that manage risks, such as in the case of carbon dioxide 

storage (Terwel, Harinck, Ellemers, & Daamen, 2009) and new technologies such as 

nanotechnology (Siegrist, Cousin, Kastenholz, & Wiek, 2007). Consumer decisions are, 

however, not always the result of simply selecting the best product or firm. Anecdotal 

evidence is provided by the car salesperson buttering up hapless customers. By being friendly 
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and showing a willingness to satisfy a customer’s needs, the salesperson displays benevolence 

in order to gain trust. This behavior is in line with the idea that the relationship between buyer 

and seller often relies on processes also observed in dyadic relationships (Fournier, 1998). In 

interpersonal relationships, benevolence is one of the primary determinants of trust. It can be 

defined as “being positively oriented to the other’s welfare” (Deutsch, 1958). Rempel, 

Holmes, and Zanna (1985) argue that in intimate relationships, the attribution of a caring 

motive in the other is associated with faith, trust and risk-taking. In general, the ability to 

gauge someone’s intentions is of crucial importance in interpersonal relations. Fiske, Cuddy, 

and Glick (2007) label the tendency to act positively toward others as ‘warmth’, and consider 

it to have a strong relation with trustworthiness: “Although one could quibble over separating 

or combining trust and warmth, there is a core linkage between the two features, with trust 

and warmth consistently appearing together in the social domain” (p. 77).  

In addition to competence and benevolence, a third pillar of trust is integrity (Mayer et 

al., 1995). People are generally very sensitive to violations of integrity. This has been 

demonstrated in both interpersonal and impersonal contexts (Brambilla, Sacchi, Rusconi, 

Cherubini, & Yzerbyt, 2012; Kim, Ferrin, Cooper, & Dirks, 2004; Terwel, Harinck, Ellemers, 

& Daamen, 2009). One could view integrity as a precondition for trust regardless of context; 

i.e. a certain level of integrity is always needed for trust to exist. There are scholars who argue 

that integrity or morality is a subdomain of warmth (Brambilla et al., 2012). However, much 

of the research on warmth, including the work cited in this chapter, relates warmth more to 

benevolence than to integrity. Although we do acknowledge the importance of integrity, as 

shown in one of our studies, we choose to focus on the effects of competence and 

benevolence. 

To sum up, the perception of benevolence is critical for trust in other people. In the 

domain of consumer behavior, this is particularly relevant when the selling party is an 
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individual employee (Fournier 1998; Nicholson, Compeau, & Sethi 2001). However, 

consumer’s interactions with firms, especially in e-commerce, are often quite anonymous and 

do not contain social interaction beyond automated confirmation e-mails. It is therefore likely 

that benevolence plays a less important role in impersonal trust contexts. In these cases, 

people are likely to base their judgments on perceptions of competence. Integrating these 

ideas, we argue for the primacy of competence over benevolence as a determinant of 

consumer trust in impersonal contexts. We view competence as a baseline for consumer 

decisions; quality of the firm and the product is the first reason to engage in the buying 

process. However, in a social context, such as in the car sales example, benevolence is likely 

to play a more important role. Thus we argue that in interpersonal interactions benevolence 

becomes more important for consumer trust than competence. 

 Work by other researchers provides support for this hypothesis. Cuddy, Fiske, and 

Glick (2008) showed that – in interpersonal contexts – people are faster in determining 

whether someone is friend or foe than in assessing his or her capabilities. Conversely, Aaker 

and colleagues (2010) found that competence was related to consumer purchasing decisions, 

while warmth was not. Moreover, artificially increasing warmth of a firm did not increase 

purchasing behavior. It is important to note that the social context in these studies remained 

implicit. This resembles many situations in daily life. For instance, in commercial 

transactions, and also in interactions with institutions such as schools and hospitals, people 

are faced with individual employees, but also with impersonal facets of the organization, such 

as websites. The effects of competence and benevolence from these different sources may 

therefore be hard to disentangle. In the current research we take an experimental approach. 

We manipulate source and type of the information, and assess their effect on trust and 

purchasing intentions. We expect competence to predict impersonal consumer trust, and to be 
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more effective than benevolence. On the other hand, we expect benevolence to be more 

important than competence in interpersonal contexts. 

Based on these predictions we conducted three experiments. In Study 2.1 we 

investigated how competence and benevolence affect impersonal trust in car manufacturer 

Toyota, and subsequent intentions to purchase a Toyota car. In Study 2.2 we used a bank loan 

scenario that required a decision in either an interpersonal or an impersonal context, and 

assessed the effect of benevolence and competence on trust. Finally, in Study 2.3 we 

investigated whether people choose benevolence or competence as the more important 

characteristic for trust in banks versus bank employees. In this final study we also look at the 

role of perceived integrity on a more exploratory level. 

 

Study 2.1 

This experiment was designed with two goals in mind. First, we aimed to replicate the 

findings by Aaker and colleagues (2010), to show the importance of competence for 

consumer purchase intentions in impersonal contexts. Second, we aimed to demonstrate that 

this effect is mediated by trust in the company. This mediating role was implied by Aaker and 

colleagues, but not tested. Furthermore, this pattern should not occur for perceived 

benevolence. The content of the study was inspired by events surrounding the car brand 

Toyota. Toyota experienced a major trust problem in 2009 when stuck accelerator pedals 

caused numerous accidents, sometimes fatal, around the world. To influence perceptions of 

competence and benevolence, we designed three different scenarios describing a formal 

investigation of this particular case. This allowed us to test the impact of low competence and 

low benevolence against a baseline in which both were kept reasonably high. We expected 

that impersonal trust in Toyota would be driven by perceptions of their ability to produce high 
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quality cars rather than by perceptions of benevolence toward their customers, and that this 

effect would be mediated by trust. 

 

Method 

Participants and design. We recruited 88 passers-by in shopping and business areas 

in Amsterdam. Mean age was 36.0 (SD = 11.3), and 45 were female. Participants were told 

they would be informed about the outcomes of an investigation into Toyota, and randomly 

presented with one of three different versions of that investigation. In the baseline condition, 

competence and benevolence of Toyota were reported to be high. In the low competence 

condition, competence was reported to be low, while benevolence was kept at the same level 

as in the baseline condition. In the low benevolence condition, Toyota’s benevolence was 

reported to be low, with competence at baseline level. We expected a condition with only 

negative information not to be very representative and could well suffer from a floor effect 

regarding trust; therefore we chose to omit this condition from the design. 

Materials and procedure. The information about benevolence and competence was 

presented as being the outcome of a formal investigation into Toyota. The report referred to 

both competence and benevolence, for example “Toyota is known to employ highly-qualified 

employees” (high competence) and “Toyota does not care much about their customer’s 

interests” (low benevolence). The content of these sentences was based on questionnaire items 

used by Mayer and Davis (1999) to assess competence and benevolence. After reading the 

conclusions of the report, manipulation checks were carried out for competence (“I think 

Toyota is competent”) and benevolence (“Toyota is willing to make an effort for me as a 

customer”). We used a four-item trust scale using generic trust items (e.g., “Generally, I trust 

Toyota”, “I think Toyota deserves the benefit of the doubt;” α = .68). Items were rated on a 5-

point scale, anchored 1 (strongly disagree) and 5 (strongly agree). Finally, intention to 
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purchase a Toyota was measured with a single item (“If you would buy a car in the near 

future, how likely is it that it would be a Toyota?”), also rated on a 5-point scale from 1 (not 

very likely) to 5 (very likely). Upon completion of the survey participants were debriefed and 

thanked for their participation. 

 

Results and Discussion 

Preliminary analyses. The manipulations of competence and benevolence were 

successful. In the low-competence condition, Toyota was rated as less competent, M = 3.17, 

SD = 0.89, compared to the baseline condition, M = 4.07, SD = 0.69, t(57) = 4.32, p < .001. 

Similarly, in the low benevolence condition Toyota was rated as less benevolent, M = 3.38, 

SD = 1.12, than in the baseline condition, M = 4.00, SD = 0.59, t(42.10) = 2.66, p = .011 

(degrees of freedom of the t-test were corrected for inequality of variances). 

Main analyses. We expected competence to be more important than benevolence for 

impersonal trust in Toyota, and this is indeed what we found: the lowest levels of trust in 

Toyota were found in the low-competence condition, M = 3.33, SD = 0.56 and the highest 

levels in the baseline condition, M = 3.86, SD = 0.47, with the low-benevolence condition in 

between, M = 3.59, SD = 0.64. A one-way ANOVA confirmed the effect of condition on trust, 

F(2, 85) = 6.61, p = .002, η
2
 = .14. Follow-up pairwise comparisons showed that the low-

competence condition differed significantly from the control condition (p < .001), and 

marginally from the low-benevolence condition (p = .078), while the low-benevolence 

condition was marginally different from the control condition (p = .070). 

The same general pattern was observed for intention to buy a Toyota, with the low-

competence condition having the least intention to buy a Toyota, M = 2.38, SD = 0.82, 

followed by the low-benevolence, M = 2.90, SD = 0.94, and control conditions, M = 3.30, SD 

= 0.92. Again the ANOVA proved significant, F(2, 85) = 7.86, p = .001, η
2
 = .16. In follow-
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up pairwise comparisons, the low-competence condition differed significantly from both the 

control condition and the low-benevolence condition, p < .001 and p = .030, respectively. 

Low benevolence only led to marginally lower purchase intentions than the control condition, 

p = .086. 

To test the mediating role of trust between perceptions of the firm’s competence and 

intentions to purchase a Toyota in the near future, we performed a bootstrapping analysis 

(Shrout & Bolger, 2002). Competence predicted purchase intention, β = .47, p < .001, and 

trust, β = .46, p < .001. In addition, trust also predicted purchase intention when controlling 

for competence, β = .31, p = .019. Importantly, the effect of competence on purchase intention 

when controlling for trust was reduced, however still significant, β = .33, p = .011. The 

bootstrapping analysis showed that the indirect effect was significant, p = .044, indicating that 

the effect of trust on purchase intention was partially mediated by trust. 

As expected, we did not find this mediation for the effect of benevolence on purchase 

intention. The effects of benevolence on purchase intention and trust were only marginally 

significant, β = .22, p = .100 and β = .24, p = .072, respectively. Moreover, the effect of trust 

on purchase intention when controlling for benevolence was not significant, β = .08, p = .538, 

indicating no significant indirect path. This was confirmed by the non-significant 

bootstrapping test statistic, p = .602. To sum up, benevolence led to marginally higher 

intention to purchase a Toyota, but this effect was not mediated by trust in the company. 

 The results of this experiment constitute a successful replication of the findings by 

Aaker and colleagues (2010). Toyota’s competence was a significant predictor of intentions to 

buy one of their cars. Moreover, we extended those findings by demonstrating that the effect 

of competence on purchase intention is at least partially mediated by trust. This result is in 

line with models (Mayer et al., 1995) that put trust as an intermediate variable between 

trustworthiness dimensions, in this case competence, and risk-taking behavior (i.e., 
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purchasing a car from a troubled car company). Also in line with Aaker and colleagues, we 

found less convincing results for benevolence, showing only marginal effects on trust and 

purchase intentions, and no mediation whatsoever. 

 

Study 2.2 

 The first experiment provided evidence for the importance of competence for 

impersonal consumer trust. In the second experiment we aimed to directly compare 

impersonal and interpersonal trust settings. This was accomplished by framing the context of 

a single trust decision in interpersonal versus impersonal terms. Previous research showed 

that trusting decisions may be influenced by different message frames (Keren, 2007). 

Sirdeshmukh and colleagues (2002) distinguished between trust in front-line employees and 

trust in management policies and practices. Their findings suggest differential roles for 

competence and benevolence in these forms of trust; however, they did not test this directly. 

In the current experiment we aimed to do this by framing the decision to opt for a bank loan in 

two ways: In the interpersonal frame the bank was represented by an employee, while in the 

impersonal frame information on the loan was offered on a website. Each frame contained 

either a high-competence or a high-benevolence message. We expected higher levels of trust 

as a function of the ‘fit’ between frame and message. This should be the case in the 

interpersonal frame with a benevolent message and in the organizational frame with a 

message stressing competence. In contrast, lower levels of trust are expected in the 

interpersonal frame with a competent message and in the organizational frame with the 

benevolent message. Since willingness to take risks is central to the definition of trusting 

behavior (Rousseau et al. 1998), we expect that the preference for a high-risk, high-reward (as 

opposed to a safer, low-reward) interest option would be made more often in the fit conditions 

than in the non-fit conditions. 



31 
 

Method 

Participants and design. A total of 86 undergraduate students participated in the 

experiment. Mean age was 21.3 (SD = 4.3), and 61 of them were female. Participants were 

randomly assigned to one of four experimental conditions from a 2 (information type: 

Benevolence versus competence) by 2 (context frame: Interpersonal versus impersonal) 

design. 

Materials and procedure. Participants read a scenario in which they were asked to 

imagine that they needed a bank loan to finance further education. The loan amounted to 

12,000 euro, to be repaid in 20 years. The bank offered two different options for the interest 

on the loan. The first was the safe option: a fixed interest of 40 euros per month for the entire 

duration of the loan. The second option was risky: 25 euros per month for the first five years, 

followed by an amount between 20 and 60 euros for each consecutive period of five years, to 

be determined after five years. We gave the risky option a slightly better expected outcome, 

since we expected people to dislike risky loans. Such loans had gained a negative reputation 

resulting from the economic crisis at the time of the experiment, while people already possess 

a tendency for risk aversion in the domain of financial decision-making (Kahneman & 

Tversky, 1979).  

The information type manipulation consisted of two different ways the bank tried to 

generate trust in their advice to choose the risky interest option. In the competence condition, 

participants read: “Our strength concerns our highly capable management; we have highly 

qualified personnel with extensive experience and lots of expertise. We have been a big player 

on the national and international market for years, and have always succeeded in making a 

stable profit. In addition, we are able to guarantee that the monthly amount you need to pay 

will not exceed 60 euros.” 
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In the benevolence condition, participants read: “This bank greatly cares about its 

customers, and finds your satisfaction to be very important. We have a long history of serving 

the student community, and we know how important this loan is to you. Of course we also 

want to keep you as a customer in the long term, so we need to carefully consider your 

situation. In addition, we are willing to guarantee that the monthly amount you need to pay 

will not exceed 60 euros.” 

To manipulate the message frame, we used two different sources to convey the 

information about benevolence and competence. In the interpersonal frame, participants read 

the loan information and the advice as if they were part of a personal conversation with a bank 

teller. Details about the bank teller’s characteristics (such as name, age, height, office 

contents, and hobbies) were provided to reinforce the perception of him as an individual 

person. On the other hand, in the impersonal frame the same information was provided by the 

bank’s website, and the advice was generated after filling in an automated form. 

After reading the text, participants indicated their preference for the safe or the risky 

interest option. This item was measured on an 8-point scale ranging from 1 (strong preference 

for the fixed interest) to 8 (strong preference for the variable interest). In this way we aimed 

to assess participants strength of preference, with scores closer midpoint of the scale 

indicating relative indifference. 

As a manipulation check, participants also indicated how personal they found the 

interaction with the bank. In an effort to increase the reliability of the trust scale used in 

experiment 1, we used two items used by Mayer and Davis (1999) and two generic trust 

items. The item “I wouldn’t mind to give the bank more control over my finances” was 

excluded after reliability analysis, resulting in a 3-item scale, α = .72. The final items were 

“Generally, I trust the bank”, “There is no need to distrust the bank”, and “I would give the 

bank the benefit of the doubt,” all rated on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 
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7 (totally agree). After completing the questions participants were rewarded for their 

participation and debriefed. 

 

Results and Discussion 

 Preliminary analyses. The manipulation check of frame revealed that the scenario 

with the individual bank employee was indeed perceived as more personal (M = 5.24, SD = 

1.04) than the scenario with the website (M = 4.56, SD = 1.47), t(79.41) = 2.52, p = .014. The 

degrees of freedom were corrected for inequality of variances. 

Main analyses. To test our hypothesis, we first performed a 2 (frame: interpersonal 

versus impersonal) x 2 (type: benevolence versus competence) ANOVA with mean score on 

the 3-item trust scale as the dependent variable. Two participants were removed from the 

analysis for having a standardized residual of 2.5 or more. We found no main effects (ps > 

.50), but we did find the expected interaction effect between frame and type, F(1, 80) = 7.46, 

p = .008, η
2
 = .09. Simple effects analyses showed that in the interpersonal frame, information 

about benevolence led to more trust, M = 4.85, SD = 0.93, than information about 

competence, M = 4.14, SD = 1.25, p = .048. In the impersonal frame we observed the reverse 

pattern, such that the competence scenario led to a higher trust score, M = 4.71, SD = 0.98, 

than the benevolence scenario, M = 4.13, SD = 1.13, but this effect was only marginally 

significant, p = .077. 

Next we looked at preference for the risky versus safe interest rate. Two participants 

were excluded from this analysis for failing to complete the item. Scores on the preference 

item showed a strong bimodal distribution, as indicated by the large standard deviation (SD = 

2.07). This suggests that the distribution of participants’ preferences was relatively polarized.  

As such, the data were not suitable for analysis of variance, and we dichotomized the item by 

recoding responses below midpoint of the scale as a preference for the safe option (0), and 
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responses above the midpoint as a preference for the risky option (1). On the newly created 

dichotomous variable we performed a binary logistic regression, with frame and type entered 

as categorical predictors in block one, and the interaction in block two of the analysis. Results 

revealed no main effects, but we did find the expected effect for the interaction term, although 

marginally significant, B = 1.718, p = .065, odds ratio = 5.57, Nagelkerke R
2
 =

 
.06. Table 1 

shows the distribution of safe and risky preferences as a function of type and frame, revealing 

that preference for the high-risk, high-reward option is indeed highest in the fit conditions, 

impersonal-competence and interpersonal-benevolence. 

 
Table 2.1 

Number of participants preferring the risky versus safe interest option as a function of frame 

(interpersonal vs. impersonal) and information type (competence vs. benevolence) 

 
Interpersonal Impersonal 

Preference Competence Benevolence Competence Benevolence 

Risky 10 13 15 11 

Safe 11 5 8 11 

Total 21 18 23 22 

 

  

 Results of Study 2.2 again show the primacy of competence in impersonal settings. In 

addition, the interaction between type of information and frame confirms the expected 

difference in importance of benevolence and competence in interpersonal versus impersonal 

consumer trust settings. More specifically, a bank employee is likely to generate more trust  

by showing benevolence than by showing competence. This confirms the idea that trust in a 

firm benefits from social information provided by an employee, resembling processes 

observed in other dyadic relationships (Fournier, 1998). 
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Study 2.3 

 In the previous experiment we demonstrated differences in the relative importance of 

benevolence and competence in interpersonal and impersonal consumer trust. Unfortunately, 

the vignettes we used in Study 2.2 provided information on either benevolence or 

competence. This may not correspond with how people encounter organizations and their 

employees in daily life, when cues of both competence and benevolence are often present at 

the same time. Moreover, framing effects found in between-subjects designs, such as in Study 

2, may not always carry over to situations in which both types of information are available 

(Keren & Raaijmakers, 1988). In Study 2.3 we investigate whether the framing effect found in 

Study 2.2 translates to explicit preferences of competence versus benevolence as a quality of 

banks in general versus individual bank employees. This also allows us to test the idea that 

integrity, the third main component of trustworthiness (Mayer et al., 1995), might in fact be 

the most important predictor of trustworthiness in both banks and employees. As stated 

earlier, we view integrity as a precondition for trust in both interpersonal and impersonal 

contexts. As such, we do not expect a contextual difference for integrity, but in line with the 

previous experiments we do expect that for banks, people find competence more importance 

than benevolence, while we expect the reverse for bank employees. 

 

Method 

Participants and design. One-hundred and twenty-eight undergraduate students 

participated as part of a series of online studies. Eighty of them were female, and mean age 

was 21.5 (SD = 4.7). Participation was rewarded with course credit or 7 euros. Participants 

were randomly assigned to either the ‘bank’ condition, or the ‘employee’ condition. 

 Materials and procedure. Depending on condition participants were presented with 

the instruction: “Please rank these characteristics from most important to least important for 



36 
 

your trust in a bank/bank employee.” The characteristics were good skills and capabilities 

(competence), honesty and integrity (integrity), and care for customer’s needs and interests 

(benevolence). Participants could then click and drag the characteristics to indicate their 

order. After completing this task, participants were asked their age and gender and 

subsequently debriefed. 

 

Results and Discussion 

The ranks were coded such that “1” represented the most important characteristic and 

“3” represented the least important one. A first inspection of the rank order data revealed that 

integrity was chosen as the most important characteristic for banks (Mrank = 1.79, SD = 0.75) 

as well as for employees (Mrank = 1.62, SD = 0.80). A closer look at their respective 

distributions (see Figure 2.1) reveals that integrity was predominantly ranked first in the 

employee condition, while in bank condition it was more evenly split between first and 

second. However, a Mann-Whitney U-test revealed that the mean ranks did not differ 

significantly (U = 1765.50, Z = 1.46, p = .145). 

As expected, the rank order for competence and benevolence reversed for the bank 

versus employee condition. Competence was ranked significantly higher in the bank condition 

(Mrank = 1.95, SD = 0.82) than in the employee condition (Mrank = 2.30, SD = 0.80; U = 

1568.00, Z = 2.43, p = .015) Benevolence showed the reverse pattern: Mrank = 2.26, SD = 0.83 

in the bank condition, versus Mrank = 2.08, SD = 0.71 in the employee condition, although this 

difference did not reach significance, U = 1747.50, Z = 1.52, p = .128. It needs to be added 

that the high importance of integrity in both conditions restricted the range of benevolence 

and competence. Results presented in Figure 2.1 suggest that the relative importance of 

benevolence and competence does reverse between the bank and employee condition. To 

perform a more direct test of this hypothesized interaction, we first computed a dichotomous   
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Figure 2.1. Mean rank scores for the importance of integrity, competence, and benevolence for trust in 

banks (n = 62) versus bank employees (n = 66). Lower scores indicate higher importance. 

 

 

variable that indicated whether competence or benevolence was ranked higher. A chi-

square analysis then revealed a significant association between type of characteristic and the 

dichotomous rank order variable, χ
2
(1) =  5.22,  p = .022, φ = .20. In the bank condition 

58.1% of participants ranked competence above benevolence, while only 37.9% did so in the 

employee condition. 

To sum up, present findings show that integrity was named as the most important 

characteristic for trust in both banks and employees, supporting the idea that this is an 

important precondition for trust, regardless of context. In addition, we conceptually replicated 

the finding from Study 2.2 that competence was more important for trust in a bank, while 

benevolence was more important for trust in an employee. Study 2.3 also extended this 

finding by showing that within-subject preferences are in line with the framing effect found in 

Study 2.2. However, the strength of this result may have suffered from the overshadowing 

effect of integrity. 
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General Discussion 

The present research shows how two important characteristics, competence and 

benevolence, differentially impact consumer trust depending on the nature of the interaction 

with an organization. In Study 2.1 we replicated findings by Aaker and colleagues (2010) by 

showing that competence is more important than benevolence for purchasing intentions with a 

for-profit organization (in this case car company Toyota). Importantly, we extended these 

findings by showing that the effect of competence was partially mediated by trust. For 

benevolence we found a weaker effect and no mediation by trust. Study 2.2 shows that the 

relative importance of benevolence and competence reverses when the information is given in 

an interpersonal context. More specifically, high benevolence was more important than high 

competence for a bank employee. For the bank’s website, competence remained the most 

important feature, in accordance with the findings from Study 2.1. Study 2.3 adds to this by 

showing that this is not merely a framing effect; people show an explicit preference of 

benevolence over competence for a bank employee, but prefer competence over benevolence 

for a bank in general. Finally, this last study underlines the importance of integrity as a driver 

of trust in both interpersonal and impersonal contexts. 

Together, these findings show different determinants of consumer trust in 

interpersonal versus impersonal contexts. The distinction between different types of trust has 

been hinted at by other authors (Ganesan & Hess, 1997; Schoorman et al., 2007; Zaheer et 

al.,1998), but has not yet been investigated. The current work can be seen as a stepping-stone 

for further research on the distinction between interpersonal and impersonal trust. In 

particular, research on e-commerce could benefit from these findings. By acknowledging the 

absence of social interaction, trust models could be adapted to emphasize the role of 

competence. This also holds practical value, as firms can utilize these findings to differentiate 

between channels of communication. To return to the bakery example, the baker should 
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indeed be friendly to his customers when they visit his shop, but when advertising his 

products through other media, the quality of the bread should have priority. 

We would like to point to two potential boundary conditions of our findings. First, we 

used only for-profit organizations as impersonal trust objects. Non-profit organizations, on the 

other hand, are not only trusted more than for-profits, they are also perceived as warmer 

(Aaker et al., 2010). Since non-profit organizations have other-serving as opposed to self-

serving motives, expressions of their benevolence may be perceived as more sincere and 

increase their trustworthiness. As a consequence, perceived sincerity or integrity could 

function as a moderator for the effects of benevolence on impersonal trust. As our results 

suggest, the role of integrity is an important direction for future research. Some authors have 

already addressed the interplay of integrity and competence (Kim et al., 2004; Terwel et al., 

2009), but more work is needed to provide the full picture (including benevolence) in 

different trust contexts. 

A second potential boundary condition concerns the distinction between shared versus 

competing goals in trust relationships. This distinction could play a role independent of the 

interpersonal-impersonal difference. For individual trustees that share a goal with the trustor, 

like coworkers and spouses, competence is probably an important feature (Mayer et al., 1995; 

Rempel et al., 1985; Righetti & Finkenauer, 2011). However, the relationship between buyers 

and sellers is different in that they usually have competing goals. It is therefore likely that 

while in consumer settings a friend-or-foe assessment is most diagnostic for trust, this does 

not extend to all other domains. In particular in the case of coworkers, competence may be at 

least as desirable as benevolence. A meta-analysis analysis by Colquitt, Scott, and Lepine 

(2007) confirms this idea. 

To conclude, knowledge of trust processes could help organizations to manage their 

trustworthiness and thereby their public image. This is especially important given the recent  
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trust problems of a number of large organizations. Examples are banks after the recent 

financial crisis, the nuclear power industry after the Fukushima disaster in Japan, and oil 

companies after the Mexican Gulf oil spill. The work in the current chapter gives 

organizations tools to improve public trust by focusing on customer interests in personal 

communication, while maintaining a capable and competent image in more anonymous 

channels. In the next chapter we will investigate how the effects of organizational integrity 

can add to this picture.  
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Chapter 3 

 

Motives matter: The effects of integrity, benevolence and 

competence on consumer trust and behavior 
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Companies increasingly engage in corporate social responsibility (CSR) activities aimed at 

improving their image and reputation (Abratt & Kleyn, 2012). Such activities can lead to 

increased consumer trust, purchasing behavior (Mohr & Webb, 2005; Pivato, Misani, & 

Tencati, 2008), and other favorable consequences for the company and its stakeholders (Du, 

Bhattacharyan, & Sen, 2010). CSR typically goes beyond the price and quality of products. 

For example, food corporations often claim that their products are healthy or fair trade, 

indicating a concern for their consumers’ welfare and values. However, there are downsides 

to companies showing their social face. For example, doubts have been raised in response to 

public health initiatives of tobacco and processed food companies (Smith, 2012). In the 

current chapter we aim to shed more light on this matter by investigating how a company’s 

social behavior (benevolence), relates to perceptions of its honesty, principles and motives 

(integrity), and how these factors together influence consumer trust and purchase intentions.  

Many organizations report positive effects of CSR. For example, confectioner 

company Cadbury claims on its website: “The move to Fairtrade has the impact of tripling the 

sales for cocoa farmers in Ghana under Fairtrade terms, both increasing Fairtrade cocoa sales 

for existing certified farming groups, as well as opening up new opportunities for thousands 

more farmers to benefit from the Fairtrade system” (Cadbury, 2013). Such initiatives are not 

just acts of selfless altruism, but intended to accommodate consumers’ interests. For example, 

banks state that they offer sustainable products and services “that respond to consumer 

demand” (Canadian Bankers Association, 2012). This kind of behavior can be viewed as 

organizational benevolence, defined as “behaviors that reflect an underlying motivation to 

place the consumer's interest ahead of self-interest” (Sirdeschmuk, Singh, & Sabol, 2002, p. 

18).  

However, as mentioned above, CSR initiatives are not always a recipe for success. 

Smith (2012) deemed the move by tobacco giant Philip Morris and food corporations Kraft 



43 
 

and Nestlé to collaborate with public health authorities “strategic image repair,” questioning 

the motivation of these organizations to deal with the adverse health consequences of their 

products. A critical consumer might indeed reason that if a company’s CSR activities are 

strategic, i.e. primarily aimed at making more profit in the long run, its concern for welfare, 

society and environment might not be sincere. In other words, if a company is perceived as 

lacking in integrity, defined as “the trusting party's perception that the trusted party will be 

honest and adhere to an acceptable set of principles” (Lee & Turban, 2001, p. 78), apparent 

acts of benevolence may not automatically lead to trust. In Chapter 2 we already demonstrated 

that organizational benevolence is not always an effective means of garnering consumer trust. 

In that chapter the object of trust concerned banks, and that might have triggered questions 

concerning integrity. Banks are (or at least were) known for opportunistic behavior; taking 

advantage of circumstances without regard for principles, values and norms (Spitzeck, Pirson,  

& Dierksmeier, 2011).  

While it may go too far to equate a profit motive with low integrity, people are likely 

to be more cautious or even suspicious when judging acts of benevolence when the source of 

benevolence has a motive to influence people’s perceptions in order to generate profit. For 

example, Eiser and colleagues showed that when people were asked to judge the risks of 

contaminated soil, information provided by land developers was trusted less than information 

provided by scientists (Eiser, Stafford, Henneberry, & Catney, 2009). The potential conflict 

between profit and benevolence is indeed highlighted by the definition of benevolence by 

Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman (1995): “The extent to which a trustee is believed to want to do 

good to the trustor, aside from an egocentric profit motive” (p. 718, emphasis added). People 

are generally very sensitive to violations of integrity (Kim, Dirks, Cooper, & Ferrin, 2004; 

Terwel, Harinck, Ellemers, & Daamen, 2009), and a single instance of dishonesty is enough 

to label someone a liar. Not surprisingly, the slightest clue that a company’s noble behavior is 
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not sincere can affect trust. Leading international corporations are quite aware of this, as 

illustrated by the fact that they often make sure to stress their own integrity, for example in 

the form of a code of business principles (see e.g., Unilever, 2013). 

While a profit motive could negatively affect trust via integrity, it is important to note 

that a profit motive may also have positive effects on consumer trust. Most of our daily 

purchases are from firms that aim to make a profit – something that surely would not be the 

case if we were overly distrustful of them. This purchasing behavior can be attributed to the 

perception of high competence that is associated with for-profit organizations, compared to 

nonprofits (Aaker, Vohs, & Mogilner, 2010). Competence is defined as “skills, competencies, 

and characteristics that enable a party to have influence within some specific domain” (Mayer 

et al., 1995, p. 717). In the context of consumer behavior, competence of the selling party is 

likely to be the prime predictor of their ability to deliver high quality products and services. 

Indeed, the findings described in Chapter 2 show that the relationship between competence 

and intention to purchase a car is mediated by trust in the car company. Hence, when 

investigating consumer trust in a for-profit firm, the effect of competence should also be 

considered. 

To sum up, benevolence, integrity and competence are important determinants of 

consumer trust. All three factors have been extensively researched in the context of 

interpersonal trust, but the interplay of all three factors is not well documented for consumer 

trust. Most research tends to focus on only a subset of these factors. First and foremost, there 

seems to be universal agreement that competence is a main determinant of consumer trust. 

Next, integrity and benevolence are also frequently mentioned, but not investigated together. 

Some researchers see organizational benevolence as the main determinant of consumer trust 

besides competence (e.g., Ba & Pavlou, 2002; Levin & Cross, 2004), while others stress the 

role of integrity (Terwel et al., 2009). Still others view benevolence and integrity as 
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essentially a one-dimensional construct, grouped into a broader category such as warmth 

(Aaker et al., 2010). As a result of these approaches, the interaction between benevolence and 

integrity has not received much empirical attention. In the present series of studies we 

investigate this interaction. As argued before, we expect the effectiveness of corporate 

benevolence to depend on perceived integrity. 

The above described relations between competence, benevolence and integrity with 

regard to consumer trust suggests two different paths that lead to trust. First, competence can 

have a direct effect on trust independent of benevolence and integrity. To illustrate, people 

often buy products on the basis of price or quality without regard for the moral standing of the 

producing company. Examples are meat produced in factory farms and clothing produced in 

Asian sweat shops. Second, the combination of integrity and benevolence can influence trust 

independently of competence. For example, people are willing to pay a higher price for fair 

trade products because they believe in the ethical and social behavior of the retailer (Castaldo, 

Perrini, Misani, & Tencati, 2009), not necessarily because they are better products. In other 

words, people may buy products because they are high-quality, or because they want to 

support social and moral causes. Obviously these effects can be additive; Aaker and 

colleagues (2010) demonstrated that firms that are seen as both warm and competent are 

generally admired by consumers. 

To sum up, in the present chapter we investigate the effects of corporate benevolence, 

integrity and competence. In the first study we investigate trust in claims of benevolence as a 

function of profit motive versus no profit motive, which supposedly influences perceptions of 

integrity. In the second study we provide information about a for-profit company’s integrity 

and benevolence, and investigate whether the combination of the two leads to more trust than 

the sum of their parts. In the second study we also look at the effects of competence as a 

separate factor in addition to the combined effect of benevolence and integrity. In the third 
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study we investigate whether the reverse effect also holds true, and investigate whether subtle 

cues of warmth in company names are associated with benevolence, integrity and 

competence, and subsequently with the attribution of a profit motive. 

 

Study 3.1 

The promise of health benefits has always been a popular way for organizations to 

show concern for consumer’s well-being. Companies often claim health improvement as a 

function of eating or drinking a certain food or beverage. Popular health claims include the 

reduced likelihood of disease (for example cancer; Freimuth, Hammond, & Stein, 1988), 

increased energy levels and vitality, weight loss (Klassen, Wauer, & Cassel, 1990), and 

positive effects on the digestive system (McFarlane & Cummings, 1999). Healthy products 

share the characteristics of other benevolent initiatives in that companies often need to incur 

costs (e.g. development and production costs, higher selling price) to create a product that 

serves consumers’ interests. Not surprisingly, advertisements of healthy products often 

emphasize their concern for people’s health, as companies want to show their benevolence. 

Aaker and colleagues (2010) argued that such messages do not influence consumer behavior 

because they do not convey information about the quality of the product. We argued before 

that the perception of benevolent claims depends on the integrity of the source. Integrity has a 

strong moral component and is associated with having principles and values that are generally 

appreciated. Organizations that make a profit are more likely to engage in opportunistic 

behavior that ignores such principles and values. As such, organizations with a profit motive 

should be seen as lower in integrity than nonprofit organizations, and their claims should be 

viewed as less sincere. In a first study we investigate the hypothesis that a benevolent claim (a 

product is good for your health) is more believed when it comes from a source that is high in 
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integrity (a nonprofit organization). Additionally, we expect that this effect also applies to 

trust in the organization and willingness to acquire the product. 

 

Method 

Participants and design. One-hundred and thirty-seven customers of a local 

supermarket participated in the experiment. Mean age was 40.09 (SD = 16.28, range 15-77, 

one missing value), and 61 were female, while six people did not indicate their gender. The 

experiment employed a 2 (organization: profit vs. nonprofit) x 2 (message: healthy versus 

neutral) design.  

Materials and procedure. For each condition we designed a separate product label. 

In all conditions, the fruit juice was called “FruitFresh” (FruitFris in Dutch) and produced by 

a fictional organization called “The Fruit Union” (De Fruit Unie). In the profit condition the 

label read that this organization was a ‘multinational in fruit and juices,’ while in the non-

profit condition the label read “fruit and juices without a profit motive.” In the healthy 

condition, the label read “now with golden root (rhiodola rosea) and cola nut extract to stay 

fit and healthy; with vitamins A, C and E.” This text was omitted in the neutral condition. 

Regardless of condition, the bottles were filled with fruit juice from a relatively unknown 

brand, and quickly sealed with sealing lids. The text “test bottle; consume within two days” 

was put on the label, in accordance with the storage advice on the original juice containers. 

Manipulation checks and dependent variables were assessed with a brief questionnaire. The 

manipulation of profit motive was checked with the item “Do you think making a profit is an 

important goal of The Fruit Union,” (1 – not important at all, 5 – very important). 

 The experiment was run in one of the aisles of a local supermarket. A small table was 

set up with five bottles and ten flyers. The flyers were similar to the bottle labels and provided 

additional exposure to the manipulations. A small amount of sampling cups was filled and 

placed in the center of the table. Questionnaires, consent forms and pens were kept in a box 
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under the table. Additional juice was kept in a thermos. Upon entering the aisle, customers 

were invited to test a new product. Participants completed a consent form and were informed 

of the nature of the product. Two students posed as sales assistants and provided information 

about the product and organization. Participants were then offered a sample of juice to test.  

After tasting as much juice as they wished (typically one or two cups), they filled out the 

questionnaire. Finally, they were offered one bottle to take home, which during the course of 

the experiment (after 41 participants) was revised to a choice between the bottle and a bottle 

of similar juice from a well-known brand.
4
 To preserve the integrity of the experiment people 

were debriefed by email or telephone after the data collection period had ended. 

 

Results and discussion 

 Preliminary analyses. One participant did not complete the questionnaire. Two 

participants were excluded for insufficient proficiency in the Dutch language, and two more 

because they indicated that they were “very familiar with The Fruit Union.” The manipulation 

of profit motive proved successful: Making a profit was deemed more important for a 

multinational than for a nonprofit organization, M = 3.92, SD = 0.78 vs. M = 3.24, SD = 0.98, 

t(130) = 4.43, p < .001. The nonprofit version of The Fruit Union was also rated as more 

honest, M = 3.85, SD = 0.55 vs. M = 3.64, SD = 0.65, t(130) = 2.02, p = .045. 

 Main analyses. To test whether participants believed The Fruit Union’s health claim 

more when it was a nonprofit as opposed to a for-profit organization, we performed a 2 

(claim: healthy vs. neutral) x 2 (organization: profit vs. nonprofit) ANOVA with the perceived 

healthiness scale as the dependent variable. We did not find an interaction between claim and 

organization, but since we only expected an effect of message in the nonprofit condition and 

not in the profit condition, we performed a planned contrast analysis (Rosenthal & Rosnow, 

                                                             
4 We initially underestimated the willingness of our participants to accept our bottle; when it turned out to be 

extremely popular, we tried to salvage the behavioral measure by offering a more attractive alternative. 
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1985). The subsequent analysis indeed showed that the juice was seen as significantly more 

healthy in the nonprofit-healthy condition than in the three remaining conditions together, M 

= 3.54, SD = 0.81 vs. M = 3.12, SD = 0.84, t(128) = 2.62, p = .010. Moreover, the nonprofit-

neutral condition did not differ from the two profit conditions, t(133) = .28, p = .777, while 

those conditions did not differ from each other as well, t(133) = .02, p = .979. Simple effects 

analyses showed that the nonprofit healthy product was seen as significantly healthier than the 

nonprofit-neutral one, M = 3.54, SD = 0.81 vs. M = 3.13, SD = 0.87, t(128) = 199, p = .049, 

and healthier than the for-profit neutral one, M = 3.06, SD = 0.86, t(128) = 2.44, p = .016. The 

difference with the for-profit healthy condition was marginally significant, M = 3.17, SD = 

0.80, t(128) = 1.90, p = .070. 

 We also assessed whether the same effects drive trust in the organization. The same 

planned contrasts were performed, but this time we found no difference between the 

nonprofit-healthy condition, M = 3.49, SD = 0.55, and the other conditions together, M = 3.41, 

SD = 0.69; t(128) = 0.53, p = .60. None of the simple effects were significant: vs. for-profit 

healthy, M = 3.50, SD = 0.68; vs. for-profit neutral, M = 3.29, SD = 0.58; and vs. nonprofit 

neutral, M = 3.47, SD = 0.82, all ps > .20. 

 Finally we looked at the behavioral data. We coded taking the FruitFresh bottle as “1” 

and taking the other brand or taking nothing as “0.” Preliminary inspection of the data learned 

that our bottle was very popular; as many as 113 out of 132 participants accepted it, or 85.6%. 

This lead to small (expected) cell counts in the top half of Table 3.1, invalidating binary 

logistic regression with the crucial interaction term included. However, collapsing the data 

over profit status yields an acceptable matrix, and we performed a chi-square analysis to 

assess the effect of health claim on acceptance of our bottle. The results show a significant 

association, χ
2
(1) = 14.93, p < .001, φ = .34. When the bottle contained a health claim, no less 

than 97.1% accepted it (66 out of 68), but when there was no claim the acceptance rate was 
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only 73.4% (47 out of 64). Given the strong ceiling effect it was not possible to distinguish 

between the for-profit healthy and nonprofit healthy condition, but we can safely conclude 

that the health claim led to greater acceptance of the fruit juice. 

 

Table 3.1 

Observed and expected cell counts of juice bottles taken (FruitFresh versus other/none) in each 
condition (Study 3.1) 

 
FruitFresh Other/none 

 

Condition n Expected n Expected Total N 

Profit Healthy 28 26.3 2 3.8 30 

Profit Neutral 28 29.8 6 4.3 34 

Nonprofit Healthy 38 31.9 0 6.1 38 

Nonprofit Neutral 19 25.1 11 4.9 30 

Total N 113  19  132 

 

Results of this study provide some evidence for the idea that benevolent claims are 

believed more when they are made by nonprofit organizations as compared to for profit 

organizations. The former were seen as more honest than multinationals. Interestingly, the 

findings on consumer trust and behavior provide a more detailed picture. Apparently the 

effects of our manipulations on perceived honesty and health claims did not translate into trust 

in the producing organization itself. It could be that our participants found it hard to judge an 

unknown company based on just a few peripheral characteristics, as witnessed by the strong 

central tendency on the trust item (condition SDs between 0.55 and 0.68, where a value of 1 is 

expected on a five-point scale). 

The behavioral data show a strong ceiling effect, and this prevented a direct test of our 

hypothesis. Nonetheless, we did at least find a main effect of health message, suggesting that 
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participants used the advertised health effect as a basis for their decision to accept the bottle. 

Perhaps the health effect could also be seen as a sign of higher product quality, reconciling 

our findings with those obtained by Aaker and colleagues (2010), who showed that consumer 

behavior is driven by quality concerns for both for-profit and nonprofit vendors. 

 

Study 3.2 

 In Study 3.2 we aimed to expand upon the findings of the first study. Instead of using 

implicit sources of benevolence and integrity in the form of health claims and profit motive, 

we chose for more explicit manipulations of benevolence and integrity. In addition, we now 

also included competence in the experimental design. With this setup we were able to 

investigate the hypothesized independent effects of competence and the interaction between 

benevolence and integrity. In the present study we also used an existing organization in an 

effort to increase ecological validity. We chose for oil company British Petroleum (BP), 

which had received a lot of negative media attention in the wake of the Mexican Gulf oil spill 

in 2009. Specifically, BP was accused of intentionally saving maintenance costs on their 

offshore platform Deepwater Horizon to make a greater profit, while neglecting the 

environmental risk. We viewed this as a prime example of a situation in which doubts about a 

company’s integrity caused people to question their intentions toward society. We examined 

whether artificially raising BP’s integrity could perhaps remedy this. 

 To convey the manipulations we construed a written text about BP similar to the one 

on Toyota in Chapter 2, Study 2.1. We expected that the combination of high integrity and 

high benevolence would lead to more trust than any of the other conditions. In addition we 

expected that competence would have an effect on trust independent of integrity and 

benevolence. For the behavioral intention measure we expected the same pattern of results. 
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Method 

Participants and design. A total of 265 undergraduate students participated in the 

experiment as part of a larger test session, and were rewarded with course credit. One hundred 

and ninety-six of them were female, and mean age was 20.63 (SD = 5.11, range 17-54). 

Participants were randomly allocated to one of eight experimental conditions according to a 2 

(competence: High vs. low) x 2 (integrity: High vs. low) x 2 (benevolence: High vs. low) 

design.  

Materials and procedure. The manipulations were administered in the form of an 

article that was allegedly downloaded from a large Dutch newspaper’s website. The article 

concerned a fictional report on British Petroleum (BP) following the 2009 oil spill from the 

offshore platform Deepwater Horizon. The article described the outcome of an independent 

investigation into the company’s practices. Each of the manipulated constructs (competence, 

integrity and benevolence) was represented by a number of statements that conveyed either a 

positive or a negative impression. Table 3.2 shows these statements grouped by construct. 

After reading the article participants were presented with a questionnaire containing 

manipulation checks, a trust scale, and behavior intentions items. As manipulation checks, 

participants were asked to indicate to what extent the following characteristics applied to BP:  

“capable,” “incompetent” (competence; r = .60), “benevolent,” “malicious” (benevolence; r = 

.42), “honorable,” “untruthful” (integrity; r = .38). Each item was answered on a 7-point scale 

(1 – not at all, 7 – very much). Trust in BP was measured with 4 items, measured on a 7-point 

scale (1 – completely disagree, 7 – completely agree): “In general I trust BP,” “I think BP 

deserves the benefit of the doubt,” “I would not mind to give BP more autonomy,” “It is 

better to distrust BP,” (reverse coded). The resulting scale had a good reliability, α = .84.  
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Table 3.2  

Statements used to manipulate high and low competence, integrity and benevolence (Study 3.2) 

 

Competence Integrity Benevolence 

 Technical knowledge and 

expertise – good vs. poor 

 Solutions for earlier 

incidents – fair vs. unfair 

 Concerned with welfare 

and society vs. not 

concerned 

 2.5 billion in investments 

–frontrunner vs. backfield 

 Policy based on good vs. 

bad principles 

 Benevolence toward 

environmental groups -

Present vs not present 

 23% highly-educated 

engineers - average 38% 

vs. 15% 

 Earlier commitments with 

authorities, customers and 

organizations – honored 

vs. not honored 

 Showed good intentions 

by calculating lower oil 

price into gas price vs. did 

not show good intentions 

 Competence to execute 

tasks and have 

responsibilities – high vs. 

low 

 Corporate culture – 

transparent, honest and 

open vs. opaque, 

dishonest and closed 

 

 

Two sets of two items each measured behavioral intentions toward BP. The first two 

items assessed willingness to purchase gas at a BP gas station versus at a different gas station 

(Total or Texaco respectively). For the “Total” item, participants indicated their preference on 

a 7-point scale ranging from 1 – certainly at BP, to 7 – certainly at Total. For the “Texaco” 

item the scale ranged from 1 – certainly at BP, to 7 – certainly at Texaco. 

 The second set of items assessed whether participants would grant the right to build a 

new offshore platform close to the Dutch coast to BP versus Total or Texaco, respectively. 

Their preference was again rated on 7-point scales ranging from 1 – strongly prefer BP, to 7 – 

strongly prefer Total/Texaco. 
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Results and Discussion 

 Preliminary analyses. The manipulation of competence was successful; the items 

“capable” and “incompetent” showed the expected differences. In the high competence 

condition BP was rated as more capable than in the low competence condition, M = 4.36, SD 

= 1.44 vs. M = 3.26, SD = 1.27, t(263) = 6.56, p < .001, and also less incompetent, M = 3.61, 

SD = 1.43 vs. M = 4.62, SD = 1.27, t(263) = 6.13, p < .001. The manipulation of benevolence 

was also successful; in the high benevolence condition BP was rated as more benevolent, M = 

4.56, SD = 1.26 vs. M = 3.52, SD = 1.32, t(263) = 6.63, p < .001, and less malicious, M = 

2.85, SD = 1.24 vs. M = 3.44, SD = 1.27, p < .001. The integrity manipulation showed the 

expected effect on the item “untruthful”, as in the low integrity condition BP was seen as 

more untruthful than in the high integrity condition, M = 4.16, SD = 1.40 vs. M = 3.56, SD = 

1.27, t(263) = 3.70, p < .001, but did not show a significant difference for the item 

“honorable”. In the high integrity condition BP was not seen as more honorable than in the 

low integrity condition, although at least the means were in the expected direction, M = 3.65, 

SD = 1.25 vs. M = 3.51, SD = 1.14, t(263) = 0.96, p = .336. The two items likely measured 

different aspects of integrity, which is supported by their modest correlation of -.38. However, 

given the robust effect on the item “untruthful,” we conclude that the manipulation succeeded 

to influence perceptions of BP’s honesty. 

 Main analyses. Next we tested the main hypothesis that trust in BP would only be 

high if perceptions of both benevolence and integrity are high; to do this the trust scale was 

subjected to a competence x integrity x benevolence full factorial ANOVA. As expected, we 

found a significant two-way interaction between integrity and benevolence, F(1, 257) = 7.50, 

p = .007, ƞ
2
 = .03. This interaction qualified the main effect of benevolence, F(1, 257) = 

22.62, p < .001, ƞ
2
 = .08, while there was no main effect of integrity, F(1, 257) = 2.21, p = 

.138. The means show that the high integrity/high benevolence condition generated the 
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highest levels of trust, M = 4.38, SD = 0.87, compared to the high integrity low benevolence 

condition, M = 3.48, SD = 0.91, the low integrity/high benevolence condition, M = 3.86, SD = 

1.05, and the low integrity/low benevolence condition, M = 3.64, SD = 1.23. This pattern was 

confirmed by a follow-up planned contrast analysis (Rosenthal & Rosnow, 1985) in which the 

high integrity high benevolence condition (coded as 3) was compared to the other conditions 

together (all coded as -1). This contrast also proved highly significant, t(261) = 4.96, p < .001. 

In comparison, the high integrity low benevolence condition only marginally differed from 

the two low integrity conditions, t(261) = 1.77, p = .078, while the latter two did not 

significantly differ from each other, t(261) = 1.15, p = .254. Simple effects showed that the 

high integrity high benevolence condition generated more trust than any other condition; vs. 

high integrity low benevolence, M = 4.38, SD = 0.87 vs. M = 3.48, SD = 0.91, t(261) = 5.07, p 

< .001; vs. low integrity high benevolence, M = 3.86, SD = 1.05, t(261) = 2.93, p = .004; vs. 

low integrity low benevolence, M = 3.64, SD = 1.23, t(261) = 4.18, p < .001. 

 In line with our second hypothesis, competence had a main effect, F(1, 257) = 22.22, p 

< .001, ƞ
2
 = .08, and no interactions with integrity or benevolence whatsoever (ps > .50). 

Trust in BP was higher in the high competence condition compared to the low competence 

condition, M = 4.12, SD = 1.00 vs. M = 3.56, SD = 1.07. Finally, we did not find a significant 

three-way interaction, p = .422. 

 In addition, the outcomes for the two purchase items and the two platform 

endorsements items were very similar. To prevent redundancy we will briefly summarize the 

results without reporting every effect in detail. Three of the four planned contrast analyses 

showed that BP was preferred over Total and Texaco when both benevolence and integrity 

were high, compared to the three remaining conditions (ps < .020). For the fourth item, 

intention to purchase gas at BP versus Texaco, the contrast was marginally significant, p = 

.080. As with the trust scale, we observed main effects of competence for each item, such that 
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BP was preferred over Total and Texaco when competence was high as opposed to low (ps < 

.020). 

To sum up, we identified two independent paths that lead to trust in a for-profit 

organization. First of all, competence had a direct effect independent from perceived 

benevolence and integrity. This confirms the view that consumers are primarily affected by 

the quality of service a company has to offer (see e.g., Aaker et al., 2010). The current study 

adds to this by confirming that this process is not moderated by perceptions of benevolence or 

integrity. In short, when a company delivers good products, this has a direct effect on trust 

independent of the company’s morals and intentions. Second, we demonstrate that the 

combination of high benevolence and high integrity can also generate trust in a company. In 

other words, benevolence and integrity are both necessary, but neither is sufficient. 

Importantly, the affirmation of integrity by an independent source was able to overcome the 

potential suspicions of dishonesty associated with a multinational organization we found in 

Study 3.1. Finally, we found very similar effects for the trust and behavior intention measures. 

 

Study 3.3 

 So far we have demonstrated a link between the perceived integrity of an organization, 

belief in benevolent claims (Study 3.1), and trust in the organization as a whole (Study 3.2). 

We also conceptually replicated another finding by Aaker and colleagues (2010) by showing 

that people can infer a profit motive from very basic information regarding an organization: 

Aaker and colleagues showed that a website’s domain (.org versus .com) can convey this 

information, while we found that describing a manufacturer as a multinational does so. 

However, when consumers are confronted with new and unknown organizations this 

information may not always be available. To elaborate, for some types of organizations their 

profit motive is not apparent if one just considers their basic activities; examples are 
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educational institutions and healthcare providers. It is thus possible that people make 

inferences about the presence of a profit motive based on other cues. Given that nonprofit 

organizations evoke warmth, it seems likely that people also infer nonprofit status from 

warmth cues, constituting the reverse pathway found by Aaker and colleagues. Importantly, 

such inferences could affect people’s trust and behavior. In the current study we test these 

assertions by providing warmth cues in the form of warm and cold organization names and 

the subsequent attribution of a profit motive. We control for the potential of familiarity by 

using both fictional and existing firm names. We hypothesize that warm as opposed to cold 

names elicit perceptions of integrity and benevolence, and therefore reduce the attribution of a 

profit motive. On the contrary, cold names should be associated with competence and a profit 

motive. This creates an interesting conundrum regarding what to expect for trust; as shown in 

Chapter 3, the combination of benevolence and integrity (as evoked by warmth) should lead 

to trust, but as demonstrated in Chapter 2, competence (which should be higher in cold 

names) is more important for impersonal organizations. Since this yields no straightforward 

expectation, trust and intention to choose for and invest in healthcare providers will be 

investigated in a more exploratory manner. 

 

Method 

One-hundred and forty-eight undergraduate students participated in a 15-minute online 

study for course credit or a reward of 1.75 Euros. Mean age was 21.0 (SD = 3.8, range 18-44), 

and 121 of them were female. We manipulated warmth of organization names as a within-

subject factor, such that each participant was presented with a random warm name and a 

random cold name. The order of presentation was also randomized. We used eight warm 

names, of which four were fictional and four were names of existing medical care 

organizations with branches in The Netherlands. Names were selected based on warmth-
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related elements, such as “local”, “for you”, and “care”. The eight cold names were also a 

combination of four existing and four fictional names. They were inspired by the recent trend 

of mergers in the Dutch healthcare system, resulting in corporations with somewhat hollow 

sounding Greek or Latin-resembling names (as suggested by Bureau Naem, 2011). See Table 

3.4 for a complete overview of the names used in the study. 

 

Table 3.4 

Organization names used as stimuli (Study 3.3) 

Existing Fictional 

Cold Warm Cold Warm 

Odion Local Care Holland Arsylos Care 4 You
a 

Espria Care Company
a 

Alixa Your Care 

Amphia Care for Care Frios Care For You 

Vilente CareTogether Avion Care Partner
a 

 

a
 Used in their English forms; the other warm names were in Dutch and translated for this table. 

 

 Next, participants were instructed to imagine that the name belonged to a large 

medical care organization in The Netherlands. For each organization name, participants were 

asked to what extent they associated it with a number of attributes. Each attribute was rated on 

a 7-point scale (1 – not at all, 7 – very much). The warmth-scale consisted of the items “a 

warm glow”, “a cold glow” (reverse coded), “friendliness” and “unfriendliness” (reverse 

scored), αwarm names = .86, αcold names = .84. The competence-scale consisted of “competence”, 

“expertise”, and “ignorance” (reverse scored), αwarm names = .77, αcold names = .79. The items 

comprising the integrity-scale were “integrity”, “honesty”, and “dishonesty” (reverse scored), 

αwarm names = .81, αcold names = .74. We used two more elaborate items to measure benevolence in 

an effort to distinguish it from warmth: “I think the name Espria fits a medical care 
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organization that aims to serve society”, and “I think the name Espria fits a medical care 

organization that aims to help its clients as much as possible,” rwarm names = .73, rcold names = .77. 

Next, participants responded to two items measuring perceived profit status of the 

organization. For example “I think the name Espria fits a medical care organization with a 

profit goal,” and “I think the name Espria fits a medical care organization that does not aim to 

make a profit,” (reverse coded), rwarm names = .81, rcold names = .53. Another three items measured 

general trust: “I would trust a medical care organization named Espria,” “I would give a 

medical care organization named Espria the benefit of the doubt,” and “I would distrust a 

medical care organization named Espria,” (reverse coded), αwarm names = .77, αcold names = .84. 

Finally, we added two different behavioral intentions,:, “If I (or someone close to me) would 

require medical care, I would choose a medical care organization named Espria”, and “If I 

could invest money in a medical care organization, I would choose a medical care 

organization named Espria”, rwarm names = .73, rcold names = .71. All items were again measured 

on a 7-point scale, anchored 1 – totally disagree and 7 – totally agree. The two behavioral 

intention items were not combined to form a scale. After answering all items for both the 

warm and the cold name, participants were asked for their age and gender, probed for 

suspicion, and thanked for their participation. 

 

Results and discussion 

 Preliminary analyses. We found no meaningful differences between existing and 

fictional names, so subsequent analyses were collapsed over this factor. Paired-samples t-tests 

to check our manipulation of warmth revealed that the warm names were indeed perceived as 

warmer than the cold names, M = 5.39, SD = 1.02, vs. M = 4.04, SD = 1.17, t(147) = 10.69, p 

< .001. As expected, the warm names were associated with higher levels of integrity, M = 

4.97, SD = 1.06 vs. M = 4.39, SD = 0.86; t(147) = 5.40, p < .001, and higher on benevolence, 
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M = 5.29, SD = 1.25 vs. M = 4.07, SD = 1.28, t(147) = 8.01, p < .001. Furthermore, the warm 

names were associated with lower levels of competence, M = 4.47, SD = 1.07 vs. M = 4.77, 

SD = 0.99, t(147)  = 2.21, p = .028). 

 Main analyses. Aaker et al. (2010) found that profit status had an effect on perceived 

warmth of an organization. As argued before, we expected that the reverse should also be 

true, such that a warm name should lead to the attribution of a non-profit motive to an 

organization, while a cold name should lead to the attribution of a profit motive. A paired-

samples t-test confirmed this hypothesis, as organizations with cold names were indeed 

judged to have more of a profit motive, M = 4.51, SD = 1.26, than the organizations with 

warm names, M = 3.13, SD = 1.58, t(147) = 8.23, p < .001. 

 Next we assessed trust in organizations with warm versus cold names. A paired-

sample t-test showed that warm organizations were trusted more, M = 4.78, SD = 1.07 versus 

M = 4.40, SD = 1.06, t = 2.98, p = .003. We also found that organizations with warm names 

were preferred to organizations with cold names when choosing a medical care provider, M = 

4.34, SD = 1.45 vs. M = 3.83, SD = 1.24, t(147) = 3.00, p = .003. In addition, care providers 

with warm names were more attractive investment targets, M = 4.16, SD = 1.47 vs. M = 3.51, 

SD = 1.33, t(147) = 4.04, p < .001. Interestingly, we found a negative correlation between 

choice for warm and cold care providers, r(148) = -.19, p = .018. This suggests that people are 

likely to support either a warm or a cold (competent) organization, but not both, providing 

further evidence that these dimensions are both able to generate consumer trust and 

commitment. 

 In sum, this study shows that people make inferences about an organization’s profit 

motive from very basic warmth cues in the organization’s name. This adds to the findings by 

Aaker and colleagues (which we replicated in Study 3.1), showing that the association 

between warmth and profit motive works in both directions. Importantly, we found that warm 
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names are associated with integrity, benevolence, nonprofit motive and trust, while cold 

names are associated with competence and a profit motive. Finally, the finding that warm care 

providers are preferred over cold (competent) ones may be a domain specific effect; warmth 

and friendliness are likely to be more important for care providers than, for example, oil 

companies or even hospitals. 

 

General Discussion 

In the present chapter we investigated how an organization’s profit motive and broader 

perceptions of its integrity combine with corporate benevolence and warmth to influence 

consumer trust. Our most basic finding in Study 3.1 was that a health claim, a form of 

communicated benevolence towards the consumer, is believed more if it comes from a 

nonprofit organization, as opposed to a for-profit organization. This was likely caused by the 

fact that the for-profit firm was seen as less honest. However, these effects did not extend to 

differences in trust in the company as a whole, a pattern that was also found by Hammond 

(1986). Furthermore, our measure of consumer behavior showed a main effect of health 

claims, but since this effect suffered from a strong ceiling effect it was not possible to 

investigate the moderating role of profit motive. In all likelihood participants used the alleged 

health benefits as an indicator of product quality, commonly cited as the main driver of 

consumer behavior (Aaker et al., 2010; Jarvenpaa et al., 2000). 

 The first study provided important findings concerning the combined effect of 

integrity and benevolence. Being a field study, it did come with a number of difficulties that 

may have caused inconclusive findings on the consumer trust and behavioral measures. In 

Study 3.2 we addressed these issues by using cleaner manipulations of integrity and 

benevolence of oil company British Petroleum, while also including competence as an 

independent variable. This resulted in an interaction effect on trust, such that both 
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benevolence and integrity needed to be high in order to result in trust. This interaction has not 

been reported before and adds to the trust literature. The role of competence, which had a 

main effect on trust and behavior intentions but no interactions, fits well with numerous other 

explanations of consumer trust. The common characteristic in most models is that competence 

is used as the counterpart of a social (Sirdeschmuk et al., 2002) or a moral (Terwel et al., 

2009) constituent of trust. Our research adds to this by demonstrating that the social and the 

moral component can have a combined effect, independent of competence. 

 More evidence for the combined effect of integrity and benevolence comes from Study 

3.3. Here it was demonstrated that a subtle cue of warmth in a medical care provider’s name 

evokes perceptions of both benevolence and integrity. Moreover, it also reduces the 

attribution of a profit motive and perceived competence. This finding constitutes a reversal of 

the effect found by Aaker and colleagues (2010), and shows the existence of different 

associative networks surrounding for-profit and nonprofit organizations.  

 Given the obvious overlap between the concepts of integrity, benevolence and 

warmth, the question remains to what extent we require each of these concepts to explain 

trust. The competence/warmth duality as employed by Fiske and colleagues has the advantage 

of being simple and parsimonious. On the other hand, the conceptual difference between 

integrity and benevolence is well established, and also supported by recent research on social 

perception (Brambilla et al., 2012; Leach, Ellemers, & Barreto, 2007). In practice, the 

differences may be more difficult to observe, as integrity and benevolence suffer from a halo 

effect leading to strong correlations between the dimensions whenever people are asked to 

judge a trustee (Colquitt, Scott, & LePine, 2007). Our findings support this view; subtle 

warmth cues lead to highly correlated perceptions of integrity, benevolence and profit motive 

in organizations. 
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 While the current research reports interesting effects on the interaction between 

benevolence and integrity, more work is needed to resolve a number of issues that still stand. 

The main one that we would like to point out is the applicability of our findings to different 

domains. The effects of integrity and benevolence are well-researched in some domains, 

especially the management literature; the original model by Mayer and colleagues (1995) has 

almost 9,000 citations as of the writing of this chapter. In this regard it seems curious that the 

interaction between integrity and benevolence did not receive more attention. A potential 

explanation is that the profit motive is a factor that makes consumer trust stand apart from 

other forms of trust; specifically, more interpersonal forms of trust, as argued in Chapter 2 of 

this dissertation. Further research is needed to substantiate this idea. 

 To sum up, in two chapters we investigated various main and interaction effects of 

competence, benevolence and integrity on consumer trust. This concludes the first part of the 

dissertation, focusing on antecedents of trust in organizations. In the next two chapters I will 

turn to one of the consequence of trust by investigating how people’s political preferences are 

affected by the trust they have in political institutions. 
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Part II 

 

Consequences of trust: Political trust and 

populist party voting 
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Chapter 4 

 

Political trust, moral emotions and populist voting 
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A substantial decline in trust in both national parliaments and governments, as well as in 

European institutions has marked the past decade in quite a few European countries 

(Eurobarometer, 2013). Coinciding with this trend is an insurgence of new political parties 

with anti-elitist, anti-immigration agendas. These so-called populist parties claim to represent 

the voice of the ‘common people’ and most of them tend to be on the conservative end of the 

political spectrum. Examples are found in France (National Front), Belgium (Flemish 

Interest), The Netherlands (Freedom Party), Italy (Northern League), and Austria (Freedom 

Party). The Tea Party in the United States represents similar viewpoints. Some scholars 

suggest a connection between declining political trust and the rise in popularity of such parties 

(Canovan, 1999; Ford, Goodwin, & Cutts, 2012). However, to date there is little evidence to 

support this idea. In the current chapter we investigate the relationship between political trust 

and voting for populist parties in The Netherlands. 

 The erosion of trust in political figures and public authorities can be traced back to the 

middle of the 20
th

 century. This trend has been observed in Europe (Dogan, 2005) as well as 

in the United States (Levi & Stoker, 2000). Initially The Netherlands were an exception to 

this rule, but in 2002 public trust and approval dropped below 40% (Eurobarometer, 2013). 

This decrease coincided with the rise of right-wing populism. In the build-up to the turbulent 

2002 parliamentary elections Pim Fortuyn shook up the Dutch political elite with a new and 

radical political message. Propagating strong anti-elitist and anti-immigration views, his 

campaign was both unprecedented and successful. In the 25 years before, four parties (VVD, 

PvdA, CDA and D66) had continuously held at least 126 of the 150 seats in Parliament; in 

2002 they only managed to reach 97, with 26 of the remaining seats going to Fortuyn’s party 

LPF. Although the assassination of Fortuyn shortly before the 2002 elections left his party in 

disarray, similar populist parties received considerable support from the Dutch electorate. 

This became most apparent when Geert Wilders successfully embraced Fortuyn’s political 
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legacy only a few years later. In recent years, his Party of Freedom (PVV) attracted between 

10 and 20 percent of the Dutch voters at national elections. 

 While the rise of right-wing populism and the decline in political trust occurred in the 

same time period, there is little empirical evidence that they are causally related. Generally 

speaking, an important aspect of trust concerns the willingness to accept the negative 

consequences of the actions of others (Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & Camerer, 1998). Casting a 

vote requires a citizens’ willingness to entrust a politician or a party with the power to make 

decisions and spend tax money in ways that will affect them. Thus, voting can be seen as a 

behavioral outcome of political trust. There is some empirical evidence linking political trust 

to participation in elections, suggesting that people with low trust in parliament and low 

satisfaction with democracy in general are less likely to cast their vote (Grönlund & Setälä, 

2007). However, this tells us nothing about the relation between trust and support for populist 

parties, In order to gain votes from distrusting people, a party needs to mobilize these people, 

driving them into action instead of inaction. Populist parties do this by challenging the moral 

integrity of the political establishment. Populists view other politicians as representatives of a 

‘corrupt elite’ (Mudde, 2004), and strive to give a voice to ‘the people’. Previous research has 

shown that perceiving low integrity in the behavior of others evokes negative moral emotions 

in people, such as anger and contempt (Haidt, 2003). These emotions are associated with 

action tendencies that serve to punish the moral transgressor. When the source of amorality is 

not a single person, but rather a larger entity such as an organization, punishment behavior 

takes the form of protesting (Grappi, Romani, & Bagozzi, 2013; Haidt, 2003). Populist 

parties, often described as protest parties, are thus likely to attract distrusting voters by 

channeling their anger into an opportunity to punish established parties. In this chapter we 

aim to find empirical support for this notion. 
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 We do so by predicting the act of voting for a Dutch populist party. Interestingly, the 

Dutch political landscape offers two such parties. On the right wing, populism is represented 

by the Freedom Party (PVV). This party is a prototypical populist party, and similar parties 

can be found in several European countries as indicated in the opening paragraph of this 

chapter. The party is strongly anti-immigration and anti-European. The combination of 

populist rhetoric and euro-skepticism is illustrated by the title of their manifesto: “Their 

Brussels, our Netherlands,” published in 2012. 

 The existence of a second party with populist characteristics, on the far left of the 

political spectrum makes the Dutch situation particularly interesting. The Socialist Party (SP) 

shares a number of key characteristics with the PVV, although their ideological background is 

very different. For the SP, the populist idea of ‘the voice of the people’ stems from the 

socialist ideology of economic egalitarianism, defining ‘the people’ as the economically 

disadvantaged groups of society. Apart from manual workers, this mainly constitutes elderly 

people and students. The populist nature of the party was a deliberate political change of 

course that began in 1993 when they adopted the slogan “vote against, vote SP” 

(Socialistische Partij, 2013; emphasis added). 

 What do these parties have to protest against? Between the far left and far right of the 

Dutch political landscape we can find several ‘traditional’ parties. These represent the three 

main ideological systems that dominated Dutch politics after World War Two; a left-wing 

Labor Party with strong union support (PvdA), Christian Democrats (CDA), and Liberals 

(VVD). For decades, people were almost predetermined to vote for one of these parties 

depending on their socioeconomic background. However, these barriers have slowly faded. 

The traditional parties have a long history of forming coalitions among each other, gradually 

increasing similarities between these parties. The decreasing amount of ideological separation 

caused some voters to feel like they had nothing to choose anymore, leading to a downward 
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trend in turnout. The strong rhetoric of Fortuyn and his populism has been suggested to be the 

cause of the higher turnout at the 2002 Dutch national elections, being 5% up from four years 

earlier (78.9% vs. 73.3%).  

 To sum up, recent history not only suggests a relation between declining political trust 

and growing support for populism, it also showed that populist parties are able to mobilize the 

votes of citizens that have lost trust in the political establishment. In the current chapter we 

provide an empirical test of the relationship between political trust and voting behavior. In 

particular, we look at diffuse political trust, a term derived from Easton (1965) to describe 

trust in the ‘system’ or democratic functioning of a country, as opposed to trust in a specific 

party or political leader. If people lack diffuse political trust, they are less likely to vote for the 

traditional Dutch parties in the center of the political spectrum, which have represented the 

system for many years. Instead, we expect that low diffuse political trust leads to voting for 

anti-establishment and populist parties; in the Dutch case, the right-wing populist PVV and 

the left-wing socialist SP. In Study 4.1 we test this hypothesis while controlling for 

demographic variables that are often associated with populist and socialist affiliations, as well 

as for dispositional trust. In Study 4.2 we expand upon this design by investigating the role of 

other-condemning emotions as an explanatory mechanism for this relationship. 

 

Study 4.1 

 In the first study we investigated whether differences in diffuse political trust predict 

Dutch voting behavior. The current study was carried out in the summer of 2012, less than a 

month before parliamentary elections. The (minority) coalition at the time consisted of two 

traditional parties, VVD and CDA. As argued before, we expected that low diffuse political 

trust would go hand in hand with increased preference for the less traditional and more 

populist parties PVV and SP. We operationalized diffuse political trust as trust in the Dutch 
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House of Representatives (literally “Second Chamber”), an institution that is party-neutral, as 

opposed to the government. 

 Since the data we used are correlational in nature, we controlled for a number of 

potentially confounding variables. First of all, people’s general tendency to trust others may 

also explain differences in political trust and voting behavior. Correlations between trust as a 

disposition and political trust have been demonstrated before (Lindstrom & Mohseni, 2009), 

but were also found to be inconsequential for other outcomes. We aim to assess whether this 

is also the case in the current research. 

 Second, we test whether political trust has predictive power when controlling for 

demographic variables. For example, populist supporters are often men with low education 

(Ford et al., 2012). Furthermore, religious people may find strong anti-Islam rhetoric 

offensive and shy away from the PVV. Finally, for both PVV and SP voters income may be a 

consideration when determining who to vote for. Age was also included, although we did not 

have specific expectations about this variable. 

 

Method 

 Participants. Seven hundred readers of Reader’s Digest magazine participated in the 

study after an invitation to participate was sent by e-mail to subscribers of the digital 

newsletter of the magazine. Participants filled out the online survey on ReadersDigest.nl. All 

participants were entered in a raffle in which 25 board games (worth 45 euros each) were 

randomly given away. 

The final sample consisted of 656 participants who completed all items. There were 

281 female (43.7%) and 375 male (56.3%) participants, and mean age was 61.56 (SD = 12.77, 

range 19-88). The average annual income was less than €50,000 for 84.3% of participants, 

with the national average being €56,000 (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, 2012). The 
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overall relatively low income was most likely a result of the high mean age in our sample, as 

43.7% was above the legal retirement age of 65 years old. Education level was above average; 

36.1% had completed higher education (college or university level), compared to 20.2% 

nationally. Finally, 38.1% was nonreligious, somewhat lower than the national mean of 44%. 

Materials and procedure. The survey contained a number of scales and demographic 

items following a series of open questions on the same issue.
5
 Two trust scales were used to 

measure dispositional trust and diffuse trust, respectively. The dispositional trust scale was a 

shortened version of the scale developed by Mayer and Davis (1999). The items were “Most 

people do what they promised,” “You must be careful that people do not take advantage of 

you” (reverse coded), “Most people answer honestly at polls,” “Most people are quite good at 

what they do,” and “Most people have good intentions toward others.” The negatively 

formulated item did not add to the reliability of the scale, resulting in a four-item scale with 

Cronbach’s α = .68.
6
 

 The diffuse trust scale consisted of four items, measuring trust in the Dutch House of 

Representatives in general. Three items each measured one of the main components of trust 

(Mayer et al., 1995); competence (“The House of Representatives is very knowledgeable”), 

integrity (“The House of Representatives has high integrity”) and benevolence (“The House 

of Representatives is concerned with the welfare of people like me”). The fourth item was 

“Generally I trust the House of Representatives.” Reliability of this scale was good, α = .84. 

All items were measured on five-point scales anchored 1 – completely disagree to 5 – 

completely agree. The dependent variable voting intention was assessed with the item “For 

which party will you likely vote in the coming elections?” 

  

 

                                                             
5 The open questions were used for an article in Reader’s Digest Magazine Benelux (Van der Meer, 2012). 
6 Although this reliability is not very high, it corresponds to figures reported by Mayer et al. (1999). 
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Results and discussion 

 To investigate whether dispositional trust predicted populist voting, we first performed 

a multinomial logistic regression on voting intention with dispositional trust as sole predictor. 

The political parties in the voting intention item were grouped along categories we defined 

earlier: Liberals (VVD), Labor (PvdA), Christian Democrats (CDA) and Central Democrats 

(D66) constituted the traditional block and formed the reference category (n = 254), while the 

Freedom Party (n = 79) and the Socialist Party (n = 114) were each put in a separate category. 

The sample size for this analysis was 447.  

Results of the analysis revealed that dispositional trust significantly improved the 

model compared with the empty (intercept-only) model of voting intention, χ
2
(2) = 11.23, p = 

.004, Nagelkerke R
2
 = .03. Second, we found that people with higher dispositional trust were 

less likely to vote for the Freedom Party (B = -.54, SE = .17, p = .002) or the Socialist Party 

(B = -.30, SE = .15, p = .050). 

Next we added political trust to the analysis. Since this form of trust is more proximal 

to voting, we expected its effect to overshadow the effect of dispositional trust. This turned 

out to be the case. When both dispositional and political trust were added together in the 

analysis, the latter was responsible for a large reduction in the -2 log likelihood, χ
2
(2) = 50.01, 

p < .001, while dispositional trust no longer caused a significant reduction, χ
2
(2) = 2.40, p = 

.301. In addition, Nagelkerke’s R
2
 increased to .15, indicating a .12 increase in variance 

explained due to the addition of trust in the House of Representatives, a much larger effect 

than dispositional trust had on its own. This pattern suggests that trust in the House of 

Representatives has a unique and significant effect, and also that it could well mediate the 

effect of dispositional trust on voting intention. These mediations were assessed for both the 

PVV-Traditional contrast and the SP-Traditional contrast. Following the procedure 

recommended by Iacobucci (2012) for testing mediation in a design with a categorical 
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dependent variable and a continuous mediator, we calculated the standardized mediation 

effects. For the PVV-Traditional contrast we found a significant indirect effect, zmediation = -

4.51, p < .001. However, for the SP-Traditional contrast the indirect effect was not significant, 

zmediation = -1.41, p = .148. 

To see whether political trust still had predictive power when controlling for 

demographic variables, we now added the effects of income, education, religiosity, age and 

gender to the equation. These findings are summarized in Tables 4.1 and 4.2. 

 

Table 4.1 

Logistic regression of voting intention on trust and demographic variables (Study 4.1). The traditional 

party block is compared to the right-wing PVV 

  
 95% CI  

Traditional vs. PVV B (SE) Lower Bound Odds Ratio
7
 Upper Bound 

Intercept 5.06 (1.49)    

Dispositional Trust  0.14 (0.25) 0.71 1.15 1.85 

Political Trust -1.42 (0.24)* 0.15 0.24
 

0.39 

Income -0.17 (0.11) 0.67 0.84 1.06 

Age -0.02 (0.02) 0.95 0.98 1.02 

Education -0.58 (0.20)* 0.38 0.56 0.83 

Gender
a 

-0.04 (0.39) 0.44 0.96 2.06 

Religious
b 

-0.13 (0.37) 0.42 0.88 1.81 

Note. Traditional party is the reference category. 
a
Male is the reference category. 

b
No religion is the reference category. 

* p < .005. 

 

                                                             
7 Odds ratios presented in the present and the following chapter should be interpreted as follows: a one unit gain 

in the independent variable increases the odds of voting for the non-reference category with a factor equal to the 

odds ratio. For example, the odds ratio of 0.24 in Table 4.1 means that a one unit gain in political trust increases 

the odds of voting for the PVV with a factor 0.24; in other words, the odds decrease with a factor (1/0.24) = 

4.17. 
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Results of this study show that diffuse political trust - in this case trust in the Dutch 

House of Representatives - is an important predictor of voting behavior. Most importantly, 

low levels of trust led to increased likelihood of voting for the PVV, even when controlling 

for demographic variables and the dispositional tendency to trust others. This finding provides 

empirical support for the previously untested idea that low levels of diffuse political trust 

predict voting for populist parties. In addition, people who were generally less trusting of 

others were more likely to vote PVV, and this effect was mediated by trust in the House of 

Representatives. 

 

Table 4.2 

Multinomial logistic regression of voting intention on trust and demographic variables (Study 4.1). 

The traditional party block is compared to the left-wing SP 

  
 95% CI  

Traditional vs. SP B (SE) Lower Bound Odds Ratio Upper Bound 

Dispositional Trust -0.09 (0.19) 0.63 0.92 1.34 

Political Trust -0.24 (0.15)† 0.58 0.79 1.06 

Income -0.29 (0.09)* 0.63 0.75 0.89 

Age -0.05 (0.01)* 0.93 0.95 0.97 

Education -0.12 (0.15) 0.67 0.89 1.18 

Gender
a 

-0.22 (0.29) 0.45 0.80 1.42 

Religious
b 

 0.02 (0.28) 0.59 1.02 1.78 

Note. Traditional party is the reference category. 
a
Male is the reference category. 

b
No religion is the reference category. 

* p < .005. † p = .115. 

 

 While we find the same basic effect of trust on voting for the Socialist Party, it is no 

longer significant when controlling for other variables. While the reduction of the B-weight of 

trust is relatively small (-.29 to -.24), it appears that income is better suited to describe the 



77 
 

difference between left-wing populist voters and supporters of the traditional parties; for each 

10.000 euro increase in annual income, the odds of voting SP are reduced by 25%. Moreover, 

lower dispositional trust could predict voting for the SP in a vacuum, but this effect was not 

mediated by trust in the House of Representatives and disappeared altogether when 

demographic variables were considered. 

 To sum up, we find that low political trust leads to populist voting. While this idea has 

been present in the literature for some time, empirical evidence is scarce. Moreover, findings 

from different countries are not always compatible, e.g. due to two-party versus multiparty 

systems. Study 4.1 demonstrates that the association between trust and populist voting applies 

to both right- and left-wing populism. It needs to be added that, findings for right-wing 

populism are stronger than for left-wing populism when controlling for demographic 

variables. Specifically, left wing populist voting is better predicted by annual income. This is 

not surprising given that the populist left wing party stands for income inequality reduction, 

naturally attracting people with lower incomes. 

 

Study 4.2 

 The first study provided evidence that political trust is an important determinant of 

voting behavior, and has a clear impact on preference for populist parties. However, most 

definitions of trust suggest that trust itself is quite passive; it is a mental state, or a willingness 

to accept risks caused by the actions of others (e.g., Rousseau et al., 1998). The act of 

protesting evokes a livelier image; people participating in demonstrations on the streets can be 

quite vocal about their discontent.  

 Generally, emotions and feelings play an important role in politics. Politicians can 

employ emotional expressions in campaigns to influence the public (Weber, 2013). For 

example, advertisements that induce enthusiasm promote voting behavior, while fear-inducing 



78 
 

advertisements make people more vigilant and susceptible to influence (Brader, 2005). The 

public also experiences affect and emotions and these can play an important role in their 

evaluations of political targets as well as their voting behavior (Abelson, Kinder, Peters, & 

Fiske, 1982; Marcus, 2000). In the current study we again investigate the relationship between 

political trust, emotions and populist voting. 

 As argued in the introduction of this chapter, other-condemning moral emotions, such 

as anger and contempt can play an important role in political behavior. For example, Ost 

(2004) argues that inequalities associated with free-market capitalism inherently cause 

dissatisfaction in some parts of society, thereby providing a source for ‘economic anger’.  

Generally speaking, confrontations with injustice trigger other-condemning emotions such as 

anger and contempt, even when people are not a direct victim (Haidt, 2003). Importantly, 

these emotions are strongly associated with action tendencies. For example, research on 

attitudes toward banks has shown that when banks commit social or moral transgressions 

people engage in protesting behavior (Grappi et al., 2013). Interestingly, this relationship was 

mediated by other-condemning emotions (see also Wirtz, 2014). 

 If some people experience other-condemning emotions toward ‘the system,’ they are 

also more likely to show protesting behavior such as voting for a populist party. Since 

populist parties are by definition critical of existing political power structures (Canovan, 

1999), a vote for them expresses discontent with the current situation. As such, other-

condemning emotions could be the mechanism that translates political distrust into populist 

voting, instead of leading to disengagement from political participation. We thus predict that 

the relationship between political trust and voting, as found in Study 4.1, is mediated by 

other-condemning emotions. 

 A second aim of this study is to assess the effect of a different operationalization of 

political trust. In Study 4.1 we used trust in the Dutch House of Representatives as a 
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predictor. Since the traditional parties take up the majority of the seats, trust in the House of 

Representatives may coincide with trust in these parties.  In the present study we will assess 

trust by a measure of diffuse political trust, as we expect this concept to carry less partisan 

associations. 

 

Method 

Participants. Participants were recruited from a large access sample from a Dutch 

market research company (Motivaction). The survey was initiated by 786 participants and 

completed by 669. The final sample consisted of 366 female and 302 male participants. One 

participant did not complete the gender item. Mean age was 43.40 years (SD = 13.50). Nearly 

29% had finished a college education or higher and 47.4% indicated not having a religious 

belief. Compared to Study 4.1, these figures were closer to the national means. Unfortunately, 

no income data were available for this sample. 

Materials and procedure. The survey contained the following items and scales. Trust 

in public authorities was measured with a 4-item general trust scale adapted from Mayer and 

Davis (1999). The items were “Generally, I trust public authorities,” “I think public 

authorities deserve the benefit of the doubt,” “I am willing to give public authorities more 

control over citizens,” and “There is no use in distrusting public authorities”. Each item was 

measured on a 7-point scale anchored 1 - completely disagree and 7 – completely agree. The 

scale had good reliability (α = .80). 

We asked to what extent participants experienced other-condemning emotions toward 

public authorities. Of the condemning emotions specified by Haidt (2003) we included 

“anger” and “contempt”, but not “disgust,” as the latter might be too extreme in the present 

context. Instead we chose to add “irritation” and “aversion” as feelings closely resembling 

anger and contempt, respectively. For each emotion item participants indicated whether they 



80 
 

experienced that feeling when thinking about the public authorities. This was measured on a 

7-point scale ranging from 1 - certainly not to 7 - certainly so. Reliability of this scale was 

good (α = .80). 

Participants were asked to indicate for which political party they would vote if there 

would be national elections at that moment. A list of the ten most popular parties from the 

latest elections was presented to choose from. In addition, participants could select ‘other’ and 

type in their preference. Finally they received a reward of 3.50 euros in return for their 

participation. 

 

Results and discussion 

First we created the same three categories as in Study 4.1: participants who voted for 

the traditional parties (VVD, PvdA, CDA and D66; n = 248), right-wing populists (PVV; n = 

123) and socialists (SP; n = 76). Subsequently we tested whether trust in the authorities 

predicted voting intentions. A multinomial logistic regression analysis was performed with 

trust as a covariate and voting intention (populist, socialist and traditional) as the dependent 

variable. The reference category was the traditional block. As expected, including trust as a 

predictor significantly improved model fit compared with the empty model, χ
2
(2) = 15.97, p < 

.001, Nagelkerke’s R
2
 = .04. Importantly, people with high trust were less likely to vote for 

PVV than for traditional parties, B = -.29, SE = 0.09, p = .001, odds ratio = 0.75. Higher trust 

also reduced the likelihood of voting for the SP as compared to the traditional block, B = -.31, 

SE = 0.10, p = .003, odds ratio = .73. 

To test whether condemning emotions could improve the model with trust, the same 

analysis was run, but now with both trust and emotions as covariates. Indeed, this model 

provided a significantly better fit, χ
2
(2) = 17.02, p < .001, ΔR

2
 = .04. The model coefficients 

are displayed in Table 4.3. 
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Table 4.3 

Multinomial logistic regression of voting intention on trust and condemning emotions (Study 4.2). The 

traditional party block is compared to the right-wing PVV and left-wing SP, respectively. 

   
95% CI 

 

Traditional vs. PVV B (SE) Lower Bound Odds Ratio Upper Bound 

Intercept -.2.20 (0.74) 
   

Trust - 0.08 (0.10) 0.76 0.93 1.13 

Emotions   0.46 (0.12)** 1.27 1.59 1.99 

Traditional vs. SP     

Intercept -0.85 (0.86)    

Trust -0.24 (0.12)* 0.62 0.79 1.00 

Emotions  0.16 (0.13) 0.90 1.17 1.53 

Note. Traditional party is the reference category. 
* p = .050. ** p < .001. 

 

As expected, experiencing condemning emotions toward the public authorities 

increased the odds of voting for the populist PVV. In line with the predicted mediation by 

other-condemning emotions, the direct effect of trust on voting intention was no longer 

significant. To assess the hypothesized indirect effect of trust via emotions, we again followed 

the procedure recommended by Iacobucci (2012). Importantly, we found a significant indirect 

effect, zmediation = 3.80, p < .001. Since the effect of trust is no longer significant after adding 

emotions to the model, we conclude that emotions fully mediate the effect of trust on voting 

intention (traditional vs. PVV). It is interesting that we did not find this pattern when 

comparing SP voting with traditional voting. In that case trust remained a significant predictor 

with no significant contribution of emotions, excluding the possibility of mediation. 
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Finally, we controlled for age, gender, religiosity and education. This constituted a 

further improvement of the model, χ
2
(2) = 43.28, p < .001, ΔR

2
 = .10. Table 4.4 shows the 

regression coefficients. 

 

Table 4.4 

Multinomial logistic regression of voting intention on trust, condemning emotions and demographic 

variables (Study 4.2). The traditional party block is compared to the right-wing PVV and left-wing SP, 

respectively. 

   95% CI  

Traditional vs. PVV B (SE) Lower Bound Odds Ratio Upper Bound 

Intercept  0.84 (1.11) 
   

Political Trust -0.07 (0.11) 0.75 0.93 1.15 

Emotions  0.39 (0.12)* 1.17 1.48 1.88 

Age  0.00 (0.01) 0.98 1.00 1.02 

Education -0.74 (0.14)* 0.36 0.48 0.63 

Gender
a
 -0.62 (0.24)* 0.33 0.54 0.87 

Religious
b 

 0.31 (0.24) 0.84 1.36 2.19 

Traditional vs. SP     

Intercept -1.98 (1.11)    

Political Trust -0.22 (0.12) † 0.63 0.81 1.02 

Emotions  0.18 (0.14) 0.92 1.19 1.55 

Age  0.02 (0.01) 0.99 1.02 1.04 

Education  0.04 (0.14) 0.79 1.04 1.37 

Gender
a 

 0.40 (0.28) 0.87 1.49 2.55 

Religious
b
 -0.07 (0.27) 0.55 0.93 1.58 

Note. Traditional party is the reference category. 
a
Female is the reference category. 

b
No religion is the reference category. 

* p < .005. † p = .076. 
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We found that after including these demographic variables, other-condemning 

emotions were still a significant predictor of voting PVV versus a traditional party
8
.
 
As in 

Study 4.1, low education also predicted voting for the PVV. In addition, we now observed the 

gender effect that is sometimes alluded to in the literature, such that men were more likely to 

vote PVV.  

For the traditional versus SP comparison we found a marginal effect of trust, although 

the odds ratio was almost identical to the ratio obtained without controlling for other variables 

(which was statistically significant). In line with Study 4.1, trust was related to left-wing 

populist voting, but the relation became less strong when controlling for other variables. 

Importantly, other-condemning emotions did not mediate the relationship between political 

trust and voting SP.  

 

General discussion 

 In the current chapter we presented two studies to demonstrate the effects of political 

trust on Dutch citizen’s voting behavior. Study 4.1 shows that people with trust in Dutch 

Parliament are more likely to vote for populist parties as opposed to traditional parties in the 

center of the political spectrum. Importantly, trust only distinguishes between right-wing 

populist voters and traditional voters. This remains true when controlling for a general 

tendency to trust people and for age, gender, income, education and religious beliefs. Previous 

researchers suggested a link between trust or dissatisfaction and populist voting (Ford, 2012; 

Hetherington, 1999), and our findings provide direct, empirical evidence to support this 

connection (see also Hooghe, Marien, & Pauwels, 2011). 

 While the same basic mechanism was found for left-wing populist voters, in both 

studies the effect of trust dropped just below significance when controlling for demographic 

                                                             
8 The mediation remained significant for Traditional vs. PVV after controlling for demographics, zmediation = 3.08, 

p = .001. 
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variables. Specifically, the most notable demographic predictor of voting for the Socialist 

Party was income. This is not very surprising given the fact that income equality is one of the 

central themes of socialism; people with lower income will be more likely to support the party 

as a result. As economic dissatisfaction is likely somewhat correlated with trust it may explain 

the reduced effect of the latter.  

 The most important contribution of Study 4.2 concerns the effect of other-condemning 

moral emotions such as anger, irritation, aversion and contempt (Haidt, 2003). People who 

experience these negative emotions toward public authorities were more likely to vote for the 

right-wing populist PVV. More importantly, these emotions mediated the effect of trust, 

adding to the framework of trust suggested by Mayer and colleagues (1995). However, the 

mediating effect was only observed for right-wing populist voting, and not for left-wing 

populist voting. Apparently, for some people low political trust triggers condemning 

emotions, in our case this led to a vote for the PVV. Others that have low trust but do not 

experience such emotions are more likely to vote SP. This confirms the PVV’s role as a 

protest party, as condemning emotions often lead to protesting behavior (Grappi et al., 2013). 

However, combined with the somewhat unreliable effects of trust, these findings can also be 

seen as indicating that SP is not as much a populist party as the PVV. The most likely 

explanation is that its supporters care for income egalitarianism, but are not necessarily 

dissatisfied with the political system per se. 

 To sum up, the findings presented in this chapter confirm Dutch citizen’s recent 

tendency to vote for less traditional, relatively extreme political parties on both sides of the 

political spectrum; upward of 30% of our participants supported the populist far-right PVV or 

the socialist far-left SP. Moreover, we offer empirical evidence to shed light on the question 

of what drives this behavior. While we considered the Dutch case in the current chapter, the 

scope of the question whether low trust leads to more extreme voting extends to other 
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Western European countries as well. Our robust findings on the relationship between trust and 

voting for the PVV should apply to similar parties in Europe. 

 Ironically, based on our findings, populist parties could be sentenced to eternal 

opposition or gradual disappearance; becoming part of the government would create the self-

defeating situation in which the populist party would want to both increase and decrease 

political trust at the same time. Interestingly, our data were collected both during and shortly 

after the period in which the PVV supported a minority coalition of VVD and CDA, thereby 

effectively becoming part of the system. As suggested by Mudde (2004), actual government 

participation does not remove the anti-establishment tendency of populist parties. Beside the 

question whether such participation is desirable, the current chapter at least provides some 

insight into what drives people to cast their vote for these parties. In the next chapter we aim 

to expand these findings by providing a more detailed account of the determinants of populist 

voting including the role of  emotions. 
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Modelling political trust and populist party voting 

 

  

  



88 
 

Since the late 1990s there has been an increasing influence of populist political parties in 

Europe. Examples are Flemish Interest (Vlaams Belang), Danish People’s Party (Dansk 

Folkeparti), National Front (Front National), Northern League (Lega Nord), and Freedom 

Party (Partij voor de Vrijheid). While some people may see them as a blessing, others view 

them as “the normal pathology of Western democracies” (Betz, 1994). However, as these 

predominantly right-wing populist parties gained significant electoral support in a number of 

countries, some came to view them as a “pathological normalcy” instead (Mudde, 2010; 

2013). In other words, populism was no longer seen as an aberrant disease, but as reflecting 

sentiments that have always been present in society. In the current chapter we aim to shed 

more light on these sentiments by building on our findings from Chapter 4, in which we 

demonstrated that populist voting, especially of the right-wing kind, is related to (lack of) 

political trust, and to feelings such as anger and contempt, We aim to extend these findings by 

expanding the framework established in the previous chapter. First, we look into the 

determinants of political trust itself, inspired by our findings in Chapters 2 and 3; second, we 

propose an explanatory mechanism to distinguish between left- and right-wing populist 

voters; and third, we investigate the role of other-condemning emotions more closely, and 

consider an alternative role of these emotions as compared to our previous findings. Finally, 

we also address the causal link between trust and voting in an experimental setting that 

mimics real life electoral decisions. 

 First and foremost, what determines political trust? To reiterate, our findings in 

Chapter 4 demonstrate a clear link between citizen’s political trust and their voting behavior. 

However, we did not investigate what determines trust itself, contrary to our approach in 

Chapters 2 and 3. As discussed in these earlier chapters, trust is in large part determined by 

the perception of competence, benevolence and integrity of the person or organization that is 
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to be trusted (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995). In the present chapter we investigate to 

what extent these three dimensions are relevant for political trust. 

 Second, the findings in Chapter 4 suggested that trust is not the only determinant of 

right-wing and left-wing populist voting, but that these voting tendencies are also related to 

other factors. For example, the effect of annual income on voting for the Dutch left-wing 

populist Socialist Party (SP) suggests that economic concerns also play a role. These concerns 

are indeed likely to matter, since one of the core values of socialism is to stand up for 

economically weaker groups, making the SP an attractive voting option for people who feel 

insecure about their economic situation. On the other-hand, right-wing populist parties are 

well known to have anti-immigration motives (Betz, 1994; Rydgren, 2008). In other words, 

right-wing populist voters are more concerned with cultural threats as opposed to economic 

threats. So while low political trust is associated with populism in general, economic versus 

cultural concerns are more specific factors associated with left- versus right-wing populism. 

In this chapter we will investigate whether concerns about economic and cultural threats to 

people’s well-being help to distinguish between left- and right-wing populist voting 

tendencies. 

 Third, we aim to shed more light on the role of emotions. As discussed in the 

introduction of this dissertation the relationship between trust and emotions is not clearly 

established. In Chapter 4 we demonstrated that other-condemning moral emotions such as 

anger and contempt mediate the relationship between political trust and voting behavior. 

These findings are in line with the idea that emotions provide specific action tendencies 

(Frijda,  Kuipers, & Ter Schure, 1989; Haidt, 2003). However, there is also evidence 

suggesting that emotions impact trust itself (Dunn & Schweizer, 2005). This offers an 

alternative causal structure between trust, emotions and behavior. In the current chapter we 

will compare these different causal accounts empirically. 
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    To briefly summarize, in the present chapter we aim to expand the previously 

presented model of trust and populist voting. We do so by specifying and comparing two 

different path models, thereby assessing the effects of trustworthiness factors (competence, 

benevolence and integrity), perceived societal threats, and other-condemning moral emotions. 

In the next sections we will elaborate on each of these topics.  

 

The Role of Competence, Benevolence and Integrity 

 As discussed earlier in this dissertation, the three main components of trustworthiness 

are competence, benevolence and integrity (Mayer et al., 1995). To restate, competence is the 

set of skills and abilities that allows someone to exert influence in a certain domain. 

Benevolence is defined as the intention to act in another party’s interest. Finally, integrity can 

be summed up as a set of (moral) principles that the trusting party finds acceptable. In the 

current research we aim to investigate to what extent these determinants also apply to political 

trust. 

 Let us first turn to integrity. The cyclical nature of the election process causes 

promises made by politicians to be monitored and evaluated by both the media and the 

electorate. As a consequence, broken promises or other violations of integrity are likely to be 

identified by the media and the public. Integrity infractions are detrimental for trust in people 

as well as organizations (Kim, Ferrin, Cooper, & Dirks, 2004; Terwel, Harinck, Ellemers, & 

Daamen, 2009); we expect the same for trust in politicians and political parties. 

 At face value, competence may seem equally important for political trust. After all, 

when politicians become elected officials they need to make difficult and important decisions 

with far-reaching consequences. Their political performance and track-record determines how 

much they are trusted (Citrin, 1974). As such, competence is most likely a determinant of 

political trust. However, given the complexity of the issues politicians are dealing with, it is 
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often difficult to assess their competence. Importantly, while negative events often have more 

impact on people’s judgments than positive ones, this applies less to competence than to 

integrity (Kim et al., 2004). Thus, voters may be more inclined to give political figures the 

benefit of the doubt when it comes to competence, potentially limiting its effect relative to the 

effect of integrity.  

 Benevolence is the component that is least studied in political research. The definition 

of benevolence stresses the importance of (individual) people’s interests (e.g. Deutsch, 1958; 

Mayer et al., 1995). This may sometimes contradict the role of government officials to do 

“what is best for the country.” In theory, a benevolent government should act in everyone’s 

interest; however, in practice the government cannot meet every individual’s needs, and it is 

inevitable that some parts of the population feel neglected to some extent. The current study 

aims to provide more insight on the relation between perceived benevolence and political 

trust. 

  

The Role of Perceived Threat 

Trust is especially important in risky and uncertain situations (Mayer et al., 1995; 

Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, & Camerer, 1998). On a societal level, perceptions of risk can stem 

from a multitude of sources, such as economic recession, foreign aggression, new 

technologies, disease, but also threats to cultural values posed by immigration and European 

unification. Such risks and general uncertainty can be seen as threatening to people’s feeling 

of wellbeing. Critically, threat perception has been suggested as one of the main causes of 

right-wing authoritarianism (Altemeyer, 1996). Many European populist parties portray 

specific groups of immigrants as a source of threat to the nation’s values, welfare and safety. 

For example, the French National Front (FN) used the following propaganda statement: 



92 
 

“Immigration threatens the survival of the French nation, the security of its territory, the 

integrity of its patrimony, its culture, its language” (Betz, 1993). 

Importantly, the perception of immigration as a threat seems to be limited to right-

wing populism. In contrast, left-wing populist parties are often based on communist or 

socialist principles, suggesting a focus on economic concerns. In Chapter 4 this notion was 

confirmed by the finding that people with lower annual incomes were more likely to vote for 

the left-wing populist Socialist Party. In the present chapter we will focus on the role of 

immigration versus economy in distinguishing between right- and left-wing populism. To do 

so, we will distinguish economic and cultural sources of threat. This distinction can be related 

to the realistic versus symbolic threat dichotomy used in research on intergroup attitudes 

(Stephan & Stephan, 2000; Stephan, Ybarra, Martínez, Schwarzwald, & Tur-Kaspa, 1998). 

Realistic threat concerns the economic, political and/or physical well-being of the group or 

individual, while symbolic threat refers to norms and values that are perceived as being at 

stake. The prevailing measures of realistic and symbolic threat offer many items that refer to 

economic and cultural sources of threat, respectively. This distinction between economic and 

cultural sources of threat provides a similar dichotomy that is more suited for our purposes. In 

this chapter we will take standard measures of realistic and symbolic threat as a starting point 

in constructing economic versus cultural threat scales. Subsequently we will analyze how 

these forms of threat affect right- and left-wing populist voting.  

 

The Role of Emotions 

 In Chapter 4 we demonstrated the mediating role of other-condemning moral emotions 

between trust and voting behavior. The underlying idea is that these emotions function as an 

affective cue that prepares distrusting people to engage in behavior; in particular protesting 

behavior (Grappi, Romani, & Bagozzi, 2013; Haidt, 2003). Voting for a populist party can be 



93 
 

seen as an example of protest. This explanation is in line with the idea that emotions are a 

result of a cognitive appraisal and serve to activate a behavioral response that is suitable for 

the situation (Forgas, 2008; Frijda et al., 1989). However, other research has shown that 

emotions can also have a direct impact on trust, suggesting the reverse causal relationship. For 

example, Dunn and Schweitzer (2005) show that angry people become less trusting.  

 The question now is to what extent the psychological state of trust is a determinant of 

affect and emotions, a consequence, or even both. For example, Fiske, Cuddy, and Glick 

(2007) equate trust with warmth, a stereotype judgment that has a strong affective component. 

Furthermore, McAllister (1995) suggests that trust has a cognitive and an affective 

component. The affective component of trust is often related to the emotional bonds between 

people (Lewis & Weigert, 1985). For instance, witnessing injustice evokes moral emotions 

like anger and contempt, and these provide a cue that the perpetrator cannot be trusted (Haidt, 

2003). In this chapter we thus again focus on the relationship between trust and other-

condemning moral emotions. By comparing the fit of two path models, differing in the causal 

pathway between trust and emotions, we hope to gain more insight in the precise causal role 

of (other-condemning) emotions. 

 To sum up, we investigate the emotions discussed in Chapter 4, and also aim to 

examine different components of trust (competence, integrity and benevolence), as well as the 

effects of economic and symbolic or cultural threat on voting behavior. In Study 5.1 we 

present a comprehensive model to predict populist voting behavior. In Study 5.2 we test the 

validity of elements of this framework in an experiment in which we simulate a local Dutch 

political election. We manipulate trust in traditional parties and assess the effects on voting 

behavior. 
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Study 5.1 

 In this study we specify a path model to describe and predict Dutch populist voting 

behavior based on the aforementioned theoretical and empirical considerations. Furthermore, 

we compare the fit of this model to another model with a slightly different role of other-

condemning moral emotions. Our starting point is to view voting behavior as (partly) 

determined by political trust, as demonstrated in Chapter 4. In that chapter we showed that 

political trust is inversely related to voting for both right- and left-wing populist parties (PVV 

and SP), such that more trust leads to lower odds of voting for these two parties, compared to 

voting for the more traditional parties in the political center. At the time of data collection, 

there was a coalition government consisting of the Labor Party (PvdA) and Liberals (VVD). 

This is a typical coalition in the Dutch system; almost all governments since the Second 

World War have been some combination of these parties, the relatively progressive liberal 

party D66, and the Christian Democrats (CDA). As in Chapter 4, we categorized these four 

parties as the ‘traditional parties.’ We expected that people with low diffuse political trust (not 

related to specific politicians or parties) are less likely to vote for any of the four traditional 

parties, and more likely to vote for a populist party, be it left or right of the center. Also in line 

with Chapter 4, we expect that other-condemning moral emotions (e.g., anger, contempt) 

mediate the relationship between trust and voting, such that people with less trust experience 

more of these emotions and consequently are more likely to vote for a populist party. 

 The findings from Chapter 4 describe a model to distinguish populist voters from 

‘traditional’ voters. As argued in the introduction of this chapter, we will investigate whether 

incorporating perceived societal threat allows us to also distinguish between supporters of 

left- and right-wing populist parties. We hypothesize that people who perceive economic 

threats experience economic uncertainty, and as such are more likely to vote for the left-wing 

Socialist Party, since this party aims to support and help the financially weaker members of 
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society. Conversely, we expect that people who perceive cultural threat as a result of 

immigration and the presence of immigrants will vote for the right-wing Freedom Party 

(PVV), since this party is anti-Islamic in nature. 

 The next step is to incorporate the predictors of political trust in the model. 

Specifically, we expect that perceived competence, benevolence and integrity all have a 

positive relationship with political trust. In addition, the extent to which people trust others in 

general is expected to predict political trust. After this step the model coincides with the 

model proposed by Mayer et al. (1995) used throughout this dissertation; trust is predicted by 

the trustworthiness components competence, benevolence and integrity, as well as by 

dispositional trust, and leads to a behavioral outcome, in this case voting. We have added a 

number of specific other-condemning emotions to this model; however, their role is not that 

well-defined based on the literature. To be specific, in Chapter 4 we suggested that emotions 

mediate the effect of trust on voting, but based on other literature emotions may also directly 

affect trust (Dunn & Schweitzer, 2005), constituting the reverse causal pathway. To assess the 

merits of this alternative causality we will compare two slightly different versions of the path 

model. In the first model we specify the causal relationships between trust, emotions and 

behavior in the same way as we did in Chapter 4. In this version of the model emotions 

mediate the effect of trust on populist voting, such that people with less political trust 

experience more other-condemning emotions, increasing the likelihood that they vote for a 

populist party. The alternative model differs only in the direction of the pathway between trust 

and condemning emotions, such that emotions are now expected to influence trust, instead of 

vice versa. Incidentally, this also changes the mediation pattern so that trust now mediates the 

effect of emotions on voting, instead of the other way around. To test which causal structure 

is best supported by the data we will compare the relative fit of each model.  
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Method 

Participants. A sample of 637 participants was randomly selected by an online survey 

company from their nationally representative database of Dutch citizens. Of the total sample, 

512 participants completed the survey (80.4%). This final sample consisted of slightly more 

men (266; 52.0%) than women (250; 48.0%). Mean age was 43.86 years with a standard 

deviation of 11.44 and ranged from 18 to 62. Upon completion of the survey participants 

received a compensation of 3.50 euro.  

 Materials and procedure. The survey consisted of a number of scales. A complete 

overview of items is provided in Appendix A. 

Dispositional trust. This scale was based on the dispositional trust scale by Mayer and 

Davis (1999), which we also used in Chapter 4. It consists of nine items that measure the 

general tendency to trust others, for example “You have to be really careful with strangers” 

and “Most people do what they promised.” Items were answered on 7-point scales anchored 1 

– completely disagree and 7 – completely agree.  All nine items were retained in the final 

scale, α = .74. 

Political trust. In Chapter four we assessed trust in the Dutch House of 

Representatives and in various public authorities. After using the Dutch House of 

Representatives and the public authorities as trust objects in Chapter 4, we now included nine 

similar items measuring trust in political institutions and politicians in general. Examples 

include “Generally I have faith in the political system” and “I would not mind if politicians 

had more influence in society.” Participants indicated their agreement with each item on 

seven-point scales with anchors 1 – completely disagree and 7 – completely agree. All items 

were used for the scale, α = .85. 

 Emotions. Other-condemning emotions were measured with four items, “aversion,” 

“anger,” “contempt,” and “frustration.” These items were the same as those used in Study 4.2, 
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with the exception of “irritation” being replaced by “frustration” to reduce the semantic 

overlap with “anger.” We asked participants to indicate to what extent they experienced these 

feelings when thinking about politicians in general. This was recorded on a seven-point scale 

with anchors 1 – not at all and 7 - strongly. The scale had a reliability of α = .86. 

 Trustworthiness components. Three four-item scales measured stereotypical 

judgments of the components of trust according to Mayer and colleagues (1995). Competence 

was measured with the adjectives “competent,” “capable,” “short-sighted” (reverse coded), 

and “imprudent” (reverse coded), α = .79. Integrity was measured with “honest,” “genuine,” 

“deceitful” (reverse coded), and “dishonest” (reverse coded), α = .89. Benevolence was 

measured with “benevolent,” “warm,” “nice,” and “cold” (reverse coded), α = .80. 

 Threat. Threat was assessed with two eight-item scales measuring economic and 

cultural threat. Participants indicated their agreement with each item on seven-point scales 

with anchors 1 – completely disagree and 7 – completely agree. A factor analysis with 

maximum-likelihood extraction and Varimax rotation provided two reliable scales of five and 

six items for the two dimensions. Table 5.1 displays the final makeup of these scales. 

 Voting behavior. Participants completed two questions regarding their political 

preference. First, they were asked what party they had voted for in the September 2012 

national elections. Second, they indicated their current political preference. This item was 

used as the main dependent variable in order to reflect their current political sentiment; the 

actual vote was used as a control variable to assess stability of party preference. 

 

Results and Discussion 

 Preliminary analyses. First we calculated the stability of people’s political preference 

between the September 2012 elections and our measurement in December 2012. It turned out 

that 349 of the 512 participants (68.2%) of the participants would still vote the same way, 



98 
 

Table 5.1 

Items in the economic and cultural threat scales 

Economic threat (α = .73) Cultural threat (α = .75) 

 

 The economic crisis is not so bad in The 

Netherlands 

 

 I feel mostly safe on the streets 

 Current developments in health care are 

worrisome 

 In The Netherlands people tend to be 

treated fairly 

 The Dutch pension situation is very 

uncertain 

 Dutch identity still exists despite 

European unification 

 In The Netherlands, the gap between 

poor and rich has become too wide  

 Overpopulation is hardly a problem in 

The Netherlands 

 There is too much distance between 

politicians and citizens like me 

 Immigration forms a threat to Dutch 

culture 

  Norms and values in The Netherlands 

have deteriorated  

  

which is a reasonable amount given the three-month interval and the large number of parties 

 (13, including non-voters and the “other” category). Only people who indicated a preference 

for one of the six parties of interest (VVD, PvdA, PVV, SP, CDA, D66) were included in the 

analyses, yielding a sample of 383, or 74.8% of the participants. No other party received more 

than 5% of the total votes, and a further 11.2% indicated no preference or preference for a 

party that was not listed. Based on inspection of the data, one more participant was excluded 

due to extremely monotonous answers. Next, we scrutinized the data for evidence of 

multicollinearity and multivariate outliers. Multicollinearity was assessed by performing three 

linear regression analyses:
9
 one with political trust as dependent variable and competence, 

                                                             
9 Even with the dependent variable being categorical, linear regression is suited to identify multicollinearity 

(Field, 2009). 
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benevolence, integrity and dispositional trust as predictors, and two more (one each for the 

contrasts PVV vs. traditional and SP vs. traditional) with voting behavior as dependent 

variable and political trust, condemning emotions, economic threat and cultural threat as 

predictors. The tolerance and variance inflation statistics indicated no signs of 

multicollinearity. To check for outliers we inspected the influence of each data point on 

separate logistic regressions for the voting variable. Cook’s distances (Cook & Weisberg, 

1982) were all below 1, so no further exclusion of cases was warranted. Finally, all bivariate 

correlations of the variables used in the model were assessed (see Appendix B). 

 Main analyses. We analyzed the data using the Mplus statistical package (Muthén & 

Muthén, 2010), as this program is suited for models with both categorical and continuous 

variables. Maximum likelihood estimation with robust standard errors was used to estimate 

each model. Figures 5.1 and 5.2 show the path coefficients of both models. 

 

Figure 5.1. Model 1: Prediction of populist voting behavior with condemning emotions mediating the 
effect of political trust. -2 Log likelihood statistic (df = 46) = -1156.37; AIC = 2350.74; BIC = 

2425.75. * p < .050; ** p < .010; *** p < .001. 
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Figure 5.2. Model 2: Prediction of populist voting behavior with political trust mediating the effect of 

condemning emotions. Traditional party is the reference category in both comparisons. -2 Log 

likelihood statistic (df = 48) = -616.26; AIC = 1266.51; BIC = 1333.58. * p < .05 **. p < .01 ***. p < 

.001. 
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insecure about the nation’s economy are more likely to vote for a party that advocates 

redistribution of income to less fortunate groups. It also corroborates the findings from 

Chapter 4, in which we showed a relation between income and SP voting. Conversely, people 

who experienced higher levels of cultural threat (akin to symbolic threat in the intergroup 

literature) were more likely to vote for the PVV than for a traditional party. This is not 

surprising given the strong anti-immigrant identity of that party. 

 Next we assessed the prediction of political trust itself, using perceived competence, 

integrity, and benevolence of politicians, as well as dispositional trust. We found that only 

competence and integrity were significant predictors of political trust. As expected, integrity 

had the larger effect of the two; honesty and reliability are important characteristics for 

politicians who make election promises that are carefully scrutinized by media, political 

opponents and the general public. Interestingly, benevolence had no significant effect on trust. 

We conclude that of the three main components of trustworthiness posited by Mayer et al. 

(1995), integrity and competence are the most relevant for the political context. This finding 

suggests that people view the interaction with political institutions as relatively impersonal, 

reducing the relevance of benevolence in the same fashion as in relatively impersonal 

encounters with organizations (Chapter 2).  

 The fourth predictor of trust we tested, dispositional trust, also remained non-

significant. This finding deviates from our results in Chapter 4, where political trust mediated 

the effect of dispositional trust on voting behavior (implying that the path between 

dispositional trust and political trust was significant). By including other predictors in the 

current study, the correlation between dispositional trust and political trust was likely captured 

in the shared variance with competence, integrity and benevolence. In other words, people’s 

tendency to trust others was completely partialed out by perceptions of competence, 

benevolence and integrity of politicians. 
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 Finally, we discuss the differences between the models stemming from the reversed 

path between trust and emotions. Our first observation is that model 1 replicates our findings 

from Chapter 4, since the paths from trust to emotions, and from emotions to both voting 

dummies, are all significantly different from zero. As in Chapter 4 we used the procedure 

specified by Iacobucci (2012) to estimate indirect effects when the dependent variable is 

categorical and the mediator is continuous. While in Study 4.2 we only found mediation for 

right-wing populist PVV voting, this time the indirect effects were significant for both the 

PVV path (zmediation = 4.87, p < .001 ) and the left-wing populist SP path (zmediation = 3.33, p < 

.001). This part of the model constitutes a replication of the findings in Study 4.2, with the 

addition of the effect of emotions on SP voting. 

 While specifying the model to include a mediation of political trust by condemning 

emotions resulted in significant direct and indirect paths, the alternative model in which 

emotions are independently influencing both trust and voting provided a better fit, as 

witnessed by the differences in the deviance statistic and Bayesian Information Criterion 

(BIC)
10

. The most striking difference between the models is the relatively modest effect of 

condemning emotions on political trust in model 2, compared to a much larger effect in model 

1. This can be explained by the fact that political trust in model 2 is predicted from as much as 

five variables, leaving relatively little unique variance to be explained by emotions. Still, the 

path is highly significant, just as the indirect paths to both right-wing populist PVV and left-

wing populist SP voting: zmediation = 3.90, p < .001; and zmediation = 3.07, p < .005, respectively. 

Given the significant paths in both models we must conclude that both model specifications 

are viable; however, entering condemning emotions as an independent variable that predicts 

both populist voting and political trust provides a better fit to the data. 

                                                             
10 In models with nominal dependent variables the BIC is the most appropriate fit index (based on personal 

communication with L. Waldorp, November 7th, 2013). For the sake of completeness the AIC is also provided, 

which also indicates that model 2 fits the data better. Since the nominal dependent variable does not allow for 

absolute goodness-of-fit assessments only relative comparisons can be made. 
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 To sum up, the model shows the shared and different identities of the two populist 

parties. We find the core populist anti-establishment characteristic in both parties, captured by 

political distrust and other-condemning emotions toward politicians. However, the difference 

in the parties’ main ideological tenets is visible in what their supporters fear: people who feel 

economically threatened vote for the left-wing populist SP, while people who fear 

immigration and cultural deterioration vote for the right-wing populist PVV. Furthermore, the 

model in which emotions affect trust (instead of vice versa) provided a better fit to the data, 

providing an alternative causal account compared to our findings in Chapter 4. 

 

Study 5.2 

 The findings in Study 5.1 add to those in Chapter 4, showing that political trust 

predicts voting for populist versus traditional parties. In addition, the best fit for the predictive 

model was found when emotions were included as an independent variable, influencing both 

trust and voting behavior. Finally, the perception of economic versus cultural threats 

distinguished left-wing from right-wing populist voters; perceived economic threats were a 

determinant of voting for a left-wing populist party, while the perception of cultural threats 

was related to right-wing populism. These findings provide insight into the question what 

drives people to vote for populist parties. However, the findings obtained in Study 5.1, as well 

as those in Chapter 4, are based on survey data which are correlational in nature. In the 

present study we aim to confirm the causal direction between trust and populist voting - the 

central theme of the second part of this dissertation. In this final study we focus on the 

consequences of a violation of political trust in an experimental setting. 

 In order to do so we designed an experiment that simulates people’s real world 

experiences and voting decisions. As explained before, the cyclical nature of elections leads to 

frequent re-evaluations of trust in response to the extent to which election promises were 
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fulfilled or broken. In the Netherlands and other multi-party democracies, an important step in 

this process takes place right after the elections, when coalitions are formed. In order to create 

a sufficiently large coalition, two or three parties need to find enough common ground to form 

a majority.
11

 To do so, each party inevitably has to break one or more of their election 

promises. This can lead to voters feeling misled by the party they voted for. The Dutch word 

kiezersbedrog (deceit of the electorate) is often wielded by politicians and media alike. 

Usually political parties accuse other parties of deceit after the previous elections and stress 

their unreliability. Indeed, when voters feel cheated or deceived by their party, their 

perception of politicians’ integrity is violated. Obviously this affects the perceived integrity of 

the party in question, but it may also affect the perceived integrity, of other parties and 

politicians in general. Since boundaries between the Dutch traditional (as opposed to the 

younger populist) parties have faded in recent decades (Lucardie, 2008; Van Rossem, 2010), 

these traditional parties are especially likely candidates to suffer from reduced levels of trust, 

even more so since most of them formed coalitions in the past. Based on the findings 

presented in the first study of this chapter, people who have little political trust are more likely 

to vote for a populist party than for another traditional party. 

 It follows that the popularity of populist parties and their anti-establishment rhetoric is 

likely to rise in the period after the elections. In the current study we simulate such a situation 

using a local elections example. We created two scenarios: one for left-wing voters and one 

for right-wing voters, and introduced four fictitious parties that together represent the Dutch 

political landscape. We expected that citizens confronted with deceit would be more likely to 

support a populist party than people who are informed that their party kept their main election 

promise. We allocated people to the left- or right-wing scenario based on their voting 

                                                             
11 The Dutch multi-party structure is visible at all three levels of public government: National, provincial and 

local. Coalition negotiations take place independently at each level. 



105 
 

preference in Study 5.1; we expected that left–wing voters would move to the (fictitious) left-

wing populist party, while right voters would move to the right-wing populist party.
12

 

 

Method 

 Participants. After completing the survey from Study 5.1, participants were 

automatically selected to participate in Study 5.2 based on their party affiliation. People who 

voted for one of the smaller niche parties or did not vote at all were excluded from this study, 

resulting in a sample of 456 participants with a mean age of 44.13 (SD = 11.30, range 18-62). 

There were 219 female participants (48.0%). The 56 participants who completed Study 5.1 

but did not intend to vote for one of the six parties of interest immediately proceeded to the 

survey’s exit questionnaire. All participants received the same reward for their participation in 

Studies 5.1 and 5.2, which was 3.50 euro. 

 Materials and procedure. Participants were introduced to a hypothetical local 

election scenario, in which four hypothetical political parties allegedly participated: a populist 

left-wing party (“Green Social”), a moderate left-wing party (“Citizen Party”), a moderate 

right-wing party (“Local Progress”) and a populist right-wing party (“Economy & 

Democracy”). Based on their political preference (obtained in Study 5.1) we divided 

participants in two roughly equal sized groups consisting of the left and right sides of the 

political spectrum
13

. In the left-wing condition, the main issue in the elections was the alleged 

upcoming construction of a beltway around the town in which the elections took place. We 

manipulated the standpoints of each party on this particular topic, such that the populist left-

                                                             
12 Hypothetically one could conceive of a populist party that is not extremely right or left oriented; however, in 

the Dutch and other European cases, the populist parties are located at the far ends of the political spectrum. In a 

way this is inherent to populism, as anti-establishment attitudes require ideological distance from the traditional 

center. 
13 Since the Dutch political landscape is relatively complex, we needed to make some decisions regarding exact 

party allocation. We grouped D66 with the right-wing group since they have liberal attitudes on economic issues. 

Conversely, we grouped Christian conservative CDA with the left-wing group since we expected that the subject 

of homeless shelters scenario would trigger Christian values and result in a different response than it would for 

the right-wing parties. 
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wing party was strongly against the construction, the moderate left-wing party was somewhat 

against, the moderate right-wing party was somewhat in favor, and the populist right-wing 

party was strongly in favor. The scenario and party identities were constructed in such a way 

that we expected people with left-wing affiliations to identify with the moderate left-wing 

party on this issue. The right-wing scenario was conceived in a similar way, and concerned 

the construction of a homeless shelter in the participant’s neighborhood. The party stances on 

this issue mirrored the left-wing scenario, i.e. the moderate right-wing party was somewhat 

against the shelter, and we expected participants with a right-wing party affiliation to have 

similar views as the local right-wing party. Importantly, the populist party in each scenario 

used language that suggested low morality of the local government officials. The verbatim 

scenarios and instructions can be found in Appendix C. 

 Next, participants were asked to indicate their preference for one of the fictional 

parties if they would have to vote at that moment in time. Regardless of their actual vote, they 

were then told to imagine that the moderate party (on their side of the political spectrum) was 

the party they had voted for.
14

 They were then randomly presented with one of two potential 

results of the elections, including a visual representation to facilitate understanding (Figure 

5.3). In the ‘honored’ condition the party defended their stance on the main issue (in favor or 

again the beltway or homeless shelter). This meant that the party resisted a coalition with the 

ideological opponent (the moderate partner from the other side of the left-right spectrum). On 

the other hand, in the ‘broken’ condition the party broke their election promise and formed a 

coalition with the election winner, which always was the other moderate party.
 15

 

 

                                                             
14 Obviously this instruction leads to some variation in the extent to which people identify with the fictional 

party. However, the appropriateness measure shows that we were successful in determining the most popular 

party on both sides of the political spectrum. 
15 We also experimentally controlled for winning versus losing the elections, but since this factor did not 

influence the other results it was collapsed into the election promise condition. 
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Figure 5.3. Example of visually presented information about the election 

outcome. This example represents the ‘broken’ election promise condition in 

which the Citizen Party and Local Progress form a coalition despite their initial 

differences in viewpoints. 
 

 

After reading the election outcome and inspecting the graphical representation, 

participants completed a number of questionnaire items assessing their perceptions of the 

party they had just read about (the moderate party on their side of the political spectrum, 

Citizen Party or Local Progress). The trustworthiness dimensions competence, integrity and 

benevolence were measured with two items each, one positive and one negative. The items 

were measured on 7-point scales anchored 1 – strongly disagree to 7 – strongly agree. The 

competence items were “The Citizen Party/Local Progress is competent” and “CP/LP is not 

very knowledgeable” (reverse coded). For integrity the items were “CP/LP is honest” and 

“CP/LP lacks integrity” (reverse coded). Benevolence was measured with the items “CP/LP 

has good intentions to serve local citizens” and “CP/LP is not very interested in the welfare of 

people like me” (reverse coded). Next, three items with the same scales measured general 

trust toward the party; “In general I trust CP/LP”, “I would give CP/LP the benefit of the 

doubt,” and “I would distrust CP/LP” (reverse coded). Reliabilities were good for both 

scenarios, αCP = .82, αLP = .87. To measure change in voting intention after the election 

outcome, participants were first asked to indicate whether they would vote for the CP or LP 

again. If they answered no, another item was presented in which they could indicate for which 

of the other parties they would rather vote. 

 Since the scenario was rather complicated, we checked participants’ understanding 

and ability to imagine the situation with the following three questions: “Did you find the text 
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and questions about the local political situation easy to understand,” “How realistic did you 

find the local political situation described in the story,” and “Was it easy to imagine the local 

political events described in the story.” These three items were also measured on 7-point 

scales ranging from 1 – not at all to 7 – very much. The items were merged into a scale, αCP = 

.87, αLP = .83. Finally, participants completed a number of demographic items, were 

debriefed, and finally thanked for their participation. 

 

Results and discussion 

 Preliminary analyses were conducted to check for the validity of the experimental 

manipulations and to assess how well participants understood the scenario. First, one-sample 

t-tests showed that participants’ understanding, perceived realism, and ease of imagination of 

the scenario were sufficient; all three indicators were significantly above midpoint (4) of the 

scale (M = 5.57, SD = 1.30; M = 5.09, SD = 1.43; and M = 5.27, SD = 1.40, respectively; all 

ps < .001).
16

 Second, the assignment to either the right-wing or left-wing scenario was 

checked for appropriateness. Participants did cast their initial vote for the expected party in 

both scenarios: in the right-wing scenario the moderately right-wing Local Progress Party was 

favored, while in the left-wing scenario the moderately left-wing Citizen Party received most 

votes, see Table 5.2. 

The next step was to assess whether breaking the election promise constituted a breach 

of voter trust. We performed two-way analyses of variance on the trust scales for each 

scenario independently, with party promise and party size as factors. As expected, left-wing 

voters had less trust when the election promise was broken than when it was kept, M = 4.36, 

SD =1.05 vs. M = 4.89, SD = 1.11, F(1, 230) = 13.39, p < .001, ƞ
2
 = .06. We found the same 

                                                             
16 The results of the main analyses were not influenced by outliers on these indicators (< 2.5 SD below the 

mean); consequently all participants were retained in the sample. 
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effect for right-wing voters, M = 4.13, SD = 1.27 vs. M = 4.76, SD = 1.05, F(1, 218) = 16.32, 

p < .001, ƞ
2
 = .07. 

 

Table 5.2 

Initial voting preferences for the left- and right-wing scenarios 

 
Scenario 

Vote Left-wing (%) Right-wing (%) 

Green Social 15.0 2.3 

Citizen Party 64.1 27.5 

Local Progress 13.7 40.5 

Economy & Democracy 7.3 29.7 

Total 100 100 

 

 Next we looked at the relationship between trust violation and people’s intention to 

vote for the violating party. We conducted chi-square analyses on the promise variable and 

the intention to vote for the responsible party if there would be another election. Results 

showed that people were indeed more likely to vote for another party after a broken promise, 

than when the promise was kept. In the left-wing scenario 75 of 117 participants (64.1%) 

would still vote for the Citizen Party after the outcome of the current elections when the 

promise was kept, while only 59 of 112 people (50.4%) would do so when the promise was 

broken. The chi-square test proved significant, χ
2
(1) = 4.47, p = .034, φ = .14. In the right-

wing scenario the pattern was very similar: 70 of the 110 people (63.6%) would still vote for 

Local Progress when the election promise was kept, while only 51 of 112 people (45.5%) 

would do so when the promise was broken. The chi-square test was also significant, χ
2
(1) = 

7.33, p = .007, φ = .18. 
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 To test whether people vote for populist parties when they lose trust in their own party, 

we performed another series of chi-square analyses on party promise and intention to vote for 

one of the other parties. For the analysis we removed the votes for the party furthest away 

from the target party (i.e. populist right when the target was moderate left and populist left 

when the target was moderate right); this switch was quite unlikely, as witnessed by the low 

cell counts we observed (7.3% and 2.3% of the votes; compared to a base rate expectation of 

25%). We indeed found more populist voting when the election promise was broken; of the 

54 left-wing voters who did not want to stay with the Citizen Party 37 (68.5%) switched to the 

left-wing populist Green Social Party, while only 17 (31.5%) switched to the moderate right 

Local Progress party. In comparison, when the promise was honored a majority switched to 

Local Progress (23 of 34, 67.6%) and only 11 of 34 (32.4%) switched to Green Social. The 

chi-square test proved significant, χ
2
(1) = 11.01, p = .001, φ = .35. For right-wing voters the 

effect was somewhat less profound but still marginally significant and in the right direction, 

χ
2
(1) = 3.13, p = .077, φ = .185. When the election promise was broken, a majority switched 

to the populist right Economy & Democracy (32 of 57, 56.1%), while 25 of 57 (43.9%) 

switched to the moderate left Citizen Party.  When the promise was kept, a majority (22 of 35, 

62.9%) switched to the Citizen Party, while only 13 switched to Economy & Democracy 

(37.1%). 

 These findings show that trading in important election promises for the chance to form 

a central coalition is an important mechanism that could explain the tendency of Dutch voters 

to move away from the traditional parties and toward populist parties. Importantly, it shows 

that this process happens at both the right and the left side of the political continuum. 

Moreover, it could be argued that populism is more likely to flourish in multi-party 

democracies that require elaborate coalition negotiations after each election. 
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General discussion 

 Two studies provide insight into what drives people to vote for populist parties. In 

Study 5.1 we specified and compared two alternative models of populist voting incorporating 

trust processes (Mayer et al., 1995), threat perception (Stephan & Stephan, 2000), and other-

condemning emotions (Haidt, 2003). In accordance with our findings in Chapter 4, we 

demonstrated that lower political trust in Dutch voters predicts voting for a populist party as 

opposed to a traditional party. Furthermore, the role which other-condemning emotions such 

as anger and contempt fulfill in this process was the focal point of the model comparison. In 

the first model we specified other-condemning emotions as mediating the effect of political 

trust on populist voting, in accordance with the approach taken in Chapter 4. In the second 

model we investigated the reverse relationship by having emotions independently affect trust 

and emotions. It turned out that the second specification provided a better fit to the data, 

supporting the suggestion by other researchers that emotions directly influence trust (Dunn & 

Schweitzer, 2005). 

 Importantly, trust and emotions were found to predict voting for both the right-wing 

populist party (PVV) and the left-wing populist party (SP). This supports and extends the 

findings in Chapter 4, in which SP voters were not always distinguishable from voters of the 

traditional parties. Regarding these differences we have to bear in mind that political 

affiliations are always in flux, and that the composition of the Socialist Party electorate may 

vary between elections. To illustrate, in Study 4.2 11.4% voted for the SP, while in Study 5.1 

15.8% did so. It is possible that at the time Study 5.1 was conducted the SP had a stronger 

populist image and thus may have attracted more distrusting voters, explaining the increased 

electoral support as well as the stronger link with political distrust. 

 While low political trust unifies SP and PVV voters, the kind of threat they perceive in 

society separates them, both from each other and from traditional voters. People who are 
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pessimistic about the nation’s economy are more likely to vote for the SP than for the more 

traditional parties in the center of the political spectrum. This suggests that they aim to 

safeguard their own income by voting for a party that supports low income groups. On the 

other hand, people who perceive threats to the Dutch culture, and who view immigration as a 

serious problem are more likely to vote PVV.  

 Our research also addressed underlying causes of low political trust and populist 

voting. Both studies stress the importance of integrity of political figures and parties. In a 

model with competence, benevolence, and dispositional trust as predictors of political trust, 

integrity had the strongest effect. Moreover, breaking an election promise is often seen as a 

clear sign of lack of integrity, and can lead to populist voting. These findings touch upon the 

essence of populism as a moralistic ideology of the people against the ‘corrupt elite’ (Mudde, 

2004). Importantly, both the path analysis and the experiment provide support for integrity as 

the root cause of political distrust and populist voting. Political leaders should take this as a 

warning signal to be careful with unrealistic promises; a failure to keep such promises is 

likely to backfire. However, it needs to be acknowledged that giving up some promises is 

inherent to the coalition-forming process. As such, coalition governments are always likely to 

be vulnerable to this kind of criticism. 

 A question that remains unanswered by our research is whether it is truly populism 

that attracts distrusting votes. One other consideration we briefly touched upon is ideological 

extremity. As it turns out, both populist parties that were analyzed are also the two most 

extreme parties that participated in the 2012 elections. It could be argued that a search for a 

party with more pronounced and extreme views is quite sensible when dissatisfied with 

traditional parties in the center of the political spectrum. It needs to be added that populism is 

by definition geared against the (political) establishment, and it is hard to imagine populism 

without some amount of extremism. The ideological separation is probably also related to 
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populism’s claim of moral superiority. For example, Haidt (2003) argues that the experience 

of contempt motivates people to distance themselves from those who are regarded as morally 

inferior. Another possibility in this regard is that populist parties are simply so new that they 

have not yet violated any moral codes, thus benefiting from a sort of ‘moral virginity.’ This 

implies that populist parties should first be in a coalition government before they can show 

their real face. However, Mudde (2004) argues that government participation does not change 

the identity of populist parties. It is indeed more likely that the perceived moral difference 

stems from ideological sources instead of merely newness. 

 A second limitation to our findings concerns the issue to what extent diffuse political 

trust is truly party-neutral. If people are dissatisfied with their long-standing party of choice, 

would that not color their image of the political system and politicians in general? As Levi 

and Stoker (2001) point out, generalized trust measures may primarily reflect dissatisfaction 

with the current government. We relied on four different measures of political trust, only one 

of these focused on specific parties (Study 5.2). In the various chapters we assessed trust in 

Dutch Parliament, public authorities and politics in general, and found very similar effects for 

each. In addition, these measurements were sometimes years apart and under different 

governing coalitions, indicating that our effects are quite robust. It needs to be added that 

party politics probably played a role in the decay of generalized political trust over time. As 

asserted by multiple sources (e.g., Bovens & Wille, 2004; Mudde, 2012; Van Rossem, 2010) 

changes in political culture both caused the decline in trust, and facilitated the rise of 

populism. It remains to be seen whether these changes will prove to be temporary, or whether 

lack of political trust will mark many more governments to come. If such is the case, 

populism will be here to stay. 
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Organizations exert a significant influence on our daily lives. We depend on them for our 

food, safety, medicine, jobs, entertainment, and a host of other important things. Even though 

we are highly dependent on organizations, we usually lack the ability to control their actions. 

To be able to interact with these organizations without continuously worrying about what 

might go wrong, trust is an essential requirement. The goal of this dissertation was to shed 

more light on the antecedents and consequences of trust in organizations and institutions. 

 Much of our knowledge about trust has evolved from research on trust in other people. 

Importantly, previous research has identified three main characteristics that make for a 

trustworthy person: competence, integrity and benevolence (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 

1995). These dimensions provided the starting point of the present investigation. Two of the 

four empirical chapters in this dissertation (Chapters 2 and 3) aimed to provide more insight 

in how these determinants work together in shaping consumers’ trust in firms. 

 Perhaps even more important are the consequences of trust; without trust, many 

essential processes in society would come to a grinding halt. The remaining two empirical 

chapters (Chapters 4 and 5) provided an investigation of the relationship between political 

trust and people’s voting preferences, and in particular how this relates to the rise of the 

populist vote in The Netherlands. In this final chapter I will discuss the main findings of this 

dissertation, as well as provide a perspective on possibilities for future research. 

 

Part I: Antecedents of consumer trust 

 In the first part of this dissertation I focused on the driving forces behind public trust 

in consumer settings. Chapter 2 focused on how trust in a company may depend on the type of 

interaction we have with it. On the one hand, trust in an entire company can depend on one 

instance in which the consumer interacts with a single employee or sales representative 

(Sirdeshmukh, Singh, & Sabol, 2002). The trust that emerges in such situations was labeled 
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interpersonal trust. On the other hand, trust in that company may also stem from information 

or impressions gained through other channels such as in e-commerce and interactions with 

information providing websites. The kind of trust that is required in the absence of a concrete 

individual person was labeled impersonal trust. 

 Based on previous research it was argued that interpersonal trust would be most 

influenced by benevolence, and that competence would be more important in the impersonal 

contexts. Indeed, when participants in Study 2.1 were presented with a scenario about a car 

company (Toyota) that emphasized that company’s low benevolence, low competence, or 

neither (the baseline condition), competence, as opposed to benevolence, was the main 

determinant of  consumer trust in Toyota. Moreover, this finding extends the work by Aaker, 

Vohs, and Mogilner (2010) by showing that trust plays a pivotal role in the established 

relationship between competence and purchasing intentions.  

 The goal of Studies 2.2 and 2.3 was to compare interpersonal and impersonal trust. In 

Study 2.2 the interaction with a bank was described as either speaking to an individual 

employee or in terms of visiting the bank’s website. In Study 2.3 participants were asked to 

rank the order of competence, benevolence and integrity as important characteristics for either 

a bank or an employee. Results of both studies showed that benevolence was more important 

than competence when interacting with an employee, while the reverse was true when 

interacting with the bank in more impersonal terms. Moreover, integrity was found to be the 

most important determinant in both the interpersonal and the impersonal context. This finding 

confirms that integrity-related qualities such as honesty, openness and fairness are critical for 

trust relationships regardless of the type of interaction.  

 Chapter 3 further investigated the question why benevolence is not that important for 

impersonal trust in organizations. Specifically, low integrity of commercial organizations due 

to their motive to make a profit is likely to cause their benevolence to be perceived as less 
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sincere and receive less weight when judging their trustworthiness. In other words, low 

integrity may inhibit the effect of benevolence. This hypothesis was first tested in Study 3.1 

by depicting an allegedly healthy versus neutral fruit drink produced by a for-profit or a non-

profit company. Results showed that the health-promoting message from a for-profit 

organization was seen as less sincere. However, the for-profit firm was not less trusted, and 

the healthy fruit drink was preferred over the neutral one regardless of the producing firm’s 

profit motive. 

 Obviously, integrity is not only defined by the motive to make a profit. Findings 

obtained in Study 3.2 illustrate this. Instead of focusing on profit motive, we manipulated 

integrity in a more direct way by describing a commercial firm (British Petroleum) in terms of 

high or low integrity, competence, and benevolence. Results showed the expected interaction 

between integrity and benevolence, such that both needed to be high in order to generate trust. 

In addition, high competence led to more trust independently of benevolence and integrity. In 

Study 3.3 the difference between the benevolence/integrity and competence paths was 

expressed as a function of warmth (Fiske, Cuddy, & Glick, 2007). Warm company names 

were associated with integrity and benevolence, but also with less attribution of a profit 

motive. Cold names on the other hand were seen as more competent and representative of a 

for-profit organization. It thus seems that for-profit and nonprofit firms have different appeals 

to consumers. For-profit organizations generate trust by having high competence, while 

nonprofits are trusted for their moral and social responsibility. Obviously, the ideal scenario 

for a firm is to have all of these attributes; firms that score high on all three attributes tend to 

be admired by consumers (Aaker et al., 2010). 

 The findings described in Chapter 3 on the moderating role of integrity on the effect of 

benevolence also shine a new light on the conclusion from Chapter 2 that benevolence is 

generally less important for impersonal trust in organizations. More specifically, findings of 
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this chapter show that corporate benevolence can make a difference if integrity is sufficiently 

high. These findings integrate research stressing the importance of benevolence, warmth and 

related constructs for trust in interpersonal relationships (Fiske et al., 2007; Larzelere & 

Huston, 1980; Rempel, Holmes, & Zanna, 1985) with knowledge from consumer research 

focusing on the prominence of competence and product quality (Aaker et al., 2010; Jarvenpaa, 

Tractinsky, & Vitale, 2000). In sum, both factors have a place in the mind of the consumer, 

but the effect of benevolence may hinge on the perception of integrity. 

 

Part II: Consequences of trust: Political trust and populist party voting 

 The second part of the dissertation focused on a form of trust that is of pivotal 

importance in democratic societies: citizens’ trust in political institutions, also termed 

political trust. Reduced political trust has been tied to changes in voter behavior. More 

specifically, it has been suggested that the rising popularity of right-wing populist parties is 

largely caused by lack of trust in the political systems of their respective countries (Canovan, 

1999; Mudde, 2004). However, empirical support for this notion is still scarce. In Chapters 4 

and 5 of this dissertation we investigated the relationship between political trust and populist 

voting in The Netherlands. 

 Findings described in Chapter 4 show that low political trust results in a higher 

likelihood of voting for the two populist parties in the Dutch political system. Moreover, I 

investigated the role of other-condemning moral emotions in this relationship. Earlier research 

has shown that emotions such as anger, contempt and aversion are triggered when people 

perceive violations of integrity (Haidt, 2003). Since populist parties are critical of politician’s 

morality, moral emotions were expected be the force that drives people to act on their distrust, 

and vote for a populist party. In two survey studies these hypotheses were tested. Both studies 

show that people low in political trust are more likely to vote for a populist party than for a 
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traditional party. When controlling for demographic variables, this effect holds for the right-

wing populist Freedom Party (PVV), but disappears for the left-wing populist Socialist Party. 

In particular, annual income proved to be the main determinant of left-wing, populist voting. 

This is likely caused by the fact that people with lower incomes are attracted by the notion of 

income egalitarianism advocated by the SP. We also found that lower educated people were 

more likely to vote for the PVV, which is comparable to the situation in the United Kingdom 

where the two populist parties (UK Independence Party and Bristish Nationalist Party; both 

right-wing) receive relatively more support from working-class voters (Ford, Goodwin, & 

Cutts, 2012). Importantly, the effect of trust was still significant, demonstrating that education 

and political trust have independent effects on right-wing, populist voting. 

 In the second study other-condemning moral emotions were found to determine 

preference for right-wing, populist viewpoints, but were not related to left-wing populist 

voting. More specifically, emotions mediated the relationship between trust and voting for the 

right-wing populists, but not for those on the left. Results in this chapter suggest that while 

political trust separates populist voters from voters for more traditional parties, the right-wing 

PVV attract the segment of voters that is most critical of political institutions, while a vote for 

the left-wing SP may also be motivated by income considerations.  

 Chapter 5 extends the findings of Chapter 4 in two ways. First, the importance of trust 

was found to be also related to the experience of uncertainty by voters. Investigating exactly 

what type of societal threat they perceived allowed for a better distinction between right-wing 

and left-wing populist parties. Given the anti-immigrant position of the right-wing PVV, it 

was expected that cultural threat would predict voting for the PVV. In contrast, the left-wing 

SP is mainly focused on income equality, thus the expectation was that economic threat 

would predict an SP vote. In Study 5.1 a path analysis indeed showed these relationships. 
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While trust predicted voting for both populist parties (compared to one of the traditional 

parties), perceived threat distinguished between PVV and SP. 

  The second contribution of Chapter 5 was the application of the Mayer et al. (1995) 

model to political trust. Specifically, the path model used in Study 5.1 showed that integrity 

was the best predictor of political trust. Competence also had a significant effect, while 

benevolence had not. This pattern corresponds with the general findings of Chapters 2 and 3, 

suggesting that benevolence is a less influential factor when it comes to impersonal trust in 

organizations.  

 The third goal of Chapter 5 was to critically examine the causal pathways suggested in 

Chapter 4. Study 5.1 I compared model fit indices of models with different sets of paths. In 

doing so we focused on the suggested mediation of the effect of trust by other-condemning 

emotions. Based on research by Dunn and Schweitzer (2005) one could argue that emotions 

affect trust, instead of the other way around. Reversing this pathway indeed provided a better 

model fit. Study 5.2 employed an experimental approach to demonstrate that violating a 

voter’s trust leads to a higher likelihood of voting for a populist party. In a local election 

scenario, people were more likely to turn to populism after their own party had given up on an 

issue that was important to them as an individual. Importantly, this pattern was observed on 

both the right and the left of the political spectrum. 

 

Revisiting the integrative model of trust 

The integrative model of trust suggested by Mayer et al. (1995) played a critical role in 

promoting the understanding of the trust process in its broadest sense. The current dissertation 

used the model as a starting point to investigate determinants and consequences of people’s 

trust in organizations. The findings presented support and expand the model in a number of 

important ways. First, people’s trust in organizations depends on the type of interaction 
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between trustor and trustee. Interaction type can thus be viewed as a moderator of the effects 

of benevolence and competence on trust in organizations. 

Furthermore, the effect of benevolence on impersonal trust is also contingent upon the 

perception of integrity. Previous research tended to focus on main effects of benevolence and 

integrity, sometimes regarding them as a single construct (for example as warmth). Indeed, 

benevolence and integrity are often highly correlated in people’s minds. The question is 

whether integrity and benevolence can vary independently of each other. In practice they 

often will not, and people will infer both from cues such as warmth (Fiske et al., 2007). It 

remains worthwhile to, distinguish between them on a conceptual level; consider the example 

of the bank and the employee. We want both to have integrity, but benevolence is more 

important for bank employees and less so for banks in general. Conceptually, adding the 

interaction between benevolence and integrity to the model adequately reflects the findings in 

this dissertation; however, future research is needed to determine whether their separate main 

effects should be incorporate in the model. 

Some support was found for the relevance of individual differences for trust, although 

these were only investigated in the context of political trust. In line with the proposed model 

(Mayer et al., 1995), trust disposition affected (voting) behavior mediated by state-based 

(political) trust. However, the path analysis in Study 5.1 showed that dispositional trust did 

not provide additional predictive value beyond competence, benevolence and integrity. In 

other research areas the effect of dispositional trust has already been found to be modest 

compared to the effect of main trustworthiness factors (Colquitt, Scott, & LePine, 2007).  

 Two explanations are especially likely and warrant future research. First, disposition 

to trust may affect the way perceptions of competence, benevolence, and integrity influence 

people’s trust. For some people the standards that organizations should meet in order to be 

trusted could be higher than for others. Conceptually this amounts to interactions between 
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trust disposition and competence, benevolence, and integrity. This idea has been suggested by 

Mayer and colleagues (1995). Second, trust disposition could directly affect the perceptions of 

competence, benevolence, and integrity; i.e., the same organization could be judged as very 

competent by one person and not very competent by another. This mechanism would suggest 

that the effect of dispositional trust on actual trust is mediated by perceptions of competence, 

benevolence and integrity. Future research is needed to provide conclusive evidence on this 

issue. 

 

The role of emotions 

 The current dissertation is among the first to investigate the role of emotions in the 

relationship between trust and behavior. Previous work suggested two possible mechanisms, 

both of which were - to some extent supported- by the findings presented in this dissertation. 

First, other-condemning emotions can trigger behavior, such that they amplify distrust and 

lead to protest voting (as demonstrated in Chapter 4). Second, the reverse pathway has also 

been suggested (Dunn & Schweitzer, 2005), and received support in Study 5.1. That study 

demonstrated a better fit for a model in which emotions precede trust. This finding is in line 

with the general idea that affective processing is faster and more automatic than cognitive 

processing, as suggested by various researchers (e.g., Kahneman, 2003; Strack & Deutsch, 

2004; Zajonc, 1980). Similarly, the distinction between cognitive and affective trust suggested 

by McAllister (1995) provides another framework to incorporate both affective and cognitive 

components of the trust process. The present dissertation suggests two different relationships 

between emotions and trust; future research is needed to identify when affect or emotions 

influence trust itself, and when they serve to provide the cue that links trust to behavior. 

Distinguishing between cognitive and affective trust could also offer more insight into 

the separate competence and integrity/benevolence paths to trust shown in Chapter 3. Integrity 
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and benevolence both follow from warmth, which is also known to carry affective 

information (Fiske et al., 2007). This affective information is processed faster than other 

cognitions, providing an impression about the trusted party’s attitude toward the trustor before 

reliable assessments of competence and related qualities can be made. If this affective 

influence is strong it is likely to provide a direct cue for approach or avoidance behavior, 

resulting in a decision to trust or not to trust. However, when the affective influence is weak, 

more cognitive assessments of competence provide information on how useful the trusted 

party is to the trustor. In terms of the scenarios used in the first part of this dissertation, affect 

plays a larger role when interacting with a real person instead of with a website. Benevolence 

and integrity are both captured by the more general category of warmth. Moral emotions are 

primarily associated with integrity. Where warmth helps to create bonds between people, 

anger and contempt signal who is dishonest or unreliable. Interestingly, both warmth and 

other-condemning emotions like anger provide approach-oriented action tendencies; warmth 

brings people closer together, whereas anger leads to attacking or punishing behavior (Haidt, 

2003). Moral emotions such as contempt also signal that the moral violator should be avoided. 

Populist parties combine both; voting for a populist party punishes the traditional parties 

while at the same time keeping a safe distance. 

 To sum up, the findings on the impact of trust and emotions provide a more detailed 

picture of the validity of the integrative model of trust (Mayer et al., 1995) as a framework for 

trust in organizations. Figure 6.1 shows the tentative changes to the model that are suggested 

by the present research. In Chapter 2 the effect of impersonal and interpersonal interaction 

was investigated. In Chapter 3 the interaction between benevolence and integrity was added. 

Finally, in Chapters 4 and 5 we assessed the role of emotions. 
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Figure 6.1. Proposed model of trust in organizations. 

 

Applied implications 

 The findings in this dissertation can be valuable to organizations. Firms can use the 

findings concerning the impact of competence and benevolence to improve their 

communication with consumers. In personal communication with customers, employees 

should focus on displaying benevolence by accommodating to the client’s needs and being 

generally friendly and likeable, as previously suggested by Nicholson, Compeau, and Sethi 

(2001). In addition, firms should do their best to maintain a capable image through impersonal 

channels. Finally, companies should consider their motives before employing benevolence if 

they aim to win consumers’ trust. Our results corroborate examples of image repair 

campaigns that failed because they were perceived as insincere (e.g.,campaigns by Philip 

Morris and McDonald’s; Smith, 2012). 

Communicating effectively will increase consumer trust, and facilitate better decision-

making and satisfaction, which should lead to higher customer retention and sales (Fournier, 

1998). A critical observer could argue that organizations could use these findings to their 

 Competence 

 Benevolence 

 Integrity 

 Benevolence 

x Integrity 

Trust 

Disposition 

Behavior 

Emotions 

Interaction type 



126 
 

advantage by presenting themselves as better than they really are; however, lessons from 

cases such as Enron in 2001 illustrate the potential disastrous consequences of dishonesty. 

Interestingly, the best way to combat corporate smoke and mirrors tactics may be to 

have authorities from outside the company monitor its integrity. Examples of such authorities 

are the American Food and Drug Administration and British Financial Services 

Administration, and their Dutch equivalents (Autoriteit Financiële Markten and Nieuwe 

Voedsel- en Warenautoriteit, respectively). Monitoring corporate behavior reduces the 

likelihood of cheating or lying by an organization in order to hide incriminating information. 

In Chapter 3, news confirming a firm’s integrity in a newspaper article already proved to be 

sufficient to generate trust; it seems likely that accreditations from consumer organizations or 

regulatory agencies create even more credibility. Such measures not only have the effect of 

keeping a fair playing field, but by promoting trust they also smoothen transaction processes 

by taking away doubts and risks. 

  

Future directions 

  Research presented in this dissertation benefited from insights from many different 

disciplines. While this offered a wide spectrum of approaches and findings, it also stressed the 

need for conceptual clarity and the role of context. There are varying demands and 

characteristics of trust in different kinds of people and organizations; trust in a doctor is 

obviously not the same as trust in a salesperson, just as trust in a hospital differs from trust in 

a web shop. The challenge for trust researchers is to identify such characteristics and to 

become increasingly specific about what affects trust in which context. This dissertation 

offers a first step in this direction by showing different effects of competence and 

benevolence depending on the type of interaction with the trustee.  
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 Given the frequency with which we have to deal with large-scale organizations it is 

important to what determines trust in these organizations and how that differs from trust in 

people (see also Ganesan & Hess, 1997; Schoorman et al., 2007; Vanhala & Pumalainen, 

2011). Yet, there is hardly any research that directly compares differences and similarities 

between these two forms of trust. In particular, the role of corporate benevolence is unclear, 

while benevolence and social factors in general are arguably the most important determinants 

of interpersonal trust. A promising direction is offered by research on corporate social 

responsibility (CSR). These initiatives are mostly praised and have beneficial effects for the 

company’s bottom line. However, there are also more gloomy reports, showing that evidence 

on the effectiveness of CSR is inconclusive (Castaldo, Perrini, Misani, & Tencati, 2009), or 

that CSR may even backfire when it is based on questionable motives (Smith, 2012). Our 

research suggests that for benevolence to have an effect, sufficient integrity is needed. In 

other words, people must believe that a company’s social behavior is sincerely meant to 

improve society. Breaking down the effect of CSR initiatives into benevolence and integrity 

perceptions will increase our understanding of corporate social behavior. 

The present dissertation not only addressed consumer trust, but also political trust.  

Empirical work (including the current) often focused on the consequences of political trust, 

but not so much on its antecedents. I have employed the model by Mayer et al. (1995) in an 

attempt to gain more insight into the determinants of political trust. Interestingly, the idea that 

benevolence matters less for impersonal trust in large institutions was also supported by our 

findings on political trust in Chapter 5. People seem to be aware that it is difficult for policy-

makers to tailor to all individual needs, and as such do have modest expectations. Opting for 

policies that are fair and favorable may depend more on integrity and competence, which we 

indeed found to be the most important determinants of political trust. Yet, this notion is only 
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implicitly present in the current research, and a more focused approach is needed to confirm 

it. 

   

Concluding remarks 

 Even though Egyptian plovers may not actually enter a crocodile’s mouth, the 

example embodies our relationship with organizations. We depend on them for many life 

necessities, but often we are at the mercy of their behavior. It is therefore imperative to 

identify an organization’s competence, benevolence and integrity before we interact with 

them. The current dissertation shows how these elements work together to determine our trust 

in organizations. Furthermore, it shows that when we lack trust, we can feel contempt, 

become angry and opt for retaliatory action. This could be by refusing to buy products from a 

specific firm or to vote for other political parties. Both commercial organizations and political 

institutions can use this knowledge to their advantage. If they do, it will allow people to sleep 

peacefully at night, knowing that the risks they take on a daily basis are worth it. 
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Appendix A: Items used in Study 5.1 

 

Dispositional Trust 

 To what extent do you agree with the following statements? 1 – completely disagree, 7 

 – completely agree 

1. You have to be really careful with strangers 

2. Most people do what they promised 

3. Most experts are honest about what they know 

4. You have to be careful not to let others take advantage of you 

5. Most salespeople are honest about their products 

6. Many mechanics try to swindle people 

7. Most  respondents in opinion polls answer truthfully  

8. Most people are quite good at their job 

9. Most people have good intentions when dealing with others 

  

Political Trust 

 To what extent do you agree with the following statements? 1 – completely disagree, 7 

 – completely agree 

1. Generally I have faith in our political system 

2. I would not mind if politicians had more influence in present day  society  

3. I am willing to give politicians more control over people’s futures 

4. It is important for me to remain critical about political system 

5. I would not allow the political system to have any influence on issues that matter to 

me 

6. Most politicians lie when it is profitable for them to do so 
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7. Some politicians primarliy focus on  their own interests 

8. Politicians often have no idea what they are doing 

9. Politicians care about  Dutch people’s interests when making decisions 

 

Trustworthiness components 

 Please indicate to what extent the following characteristics apply to politicians in 

 general; 1 – not at all, 7 - completely 

1. Competent 

2. Imprudent 

3. Short-sighted 

4. Capable 

5. Deceitful 

6. Honest 

7. Dishonest 

8. Sincere 

9. Warm 

10. Nice 

11. Benevolent 

12. Cold 

 

Perceived threat 

To what extent do you agree with the following statements?  

(1 – completely disagree, 7 – completely agree) 

1. The economic crisis is not so bad in The Netherlands 

2. Current developments in health care are worrisome 
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3. The Dutch pension situation is very uncertain 

4. In The Netherlands, the gap between poor and rich has become too wide 

5. There is too much distance between politicians and citizens like me 

6. I feel mostly safe on the streets 

7. In The Netherlands people tend to be treated fairly  

8. Dutch identity still exists despite European unification  

9. Overpopulation is hardly a problem in The Netherlands 

10. Immigration forms a threat to Dutch culture  

11. Norms and values in The Netherlands have deteriorated 

12. Currently I do not know whether I will be able to keep my job  

13. The natural environment is in a good state in The Netherlands 

14. Most politicians and managers are reliable 

15. The quality of our schools has deteriorated over the past years 

16. Men and women get similar treatment in The Netherlands 

 

Voting behavior 

 For which political party would you vote if the national elections would be held 

 tomorrow? 

1 – VVD 

2 – PvdA  

3 – PVV 

4 – CDA  

5 – SP  

6 – D66 

7 – GL 

8 – CU 

9 – SGP 

10 – PvdD 

11 – 50+ Partij 

12 – I would not vote 

13 – Other: … 
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Appendix C: Scenarios used in Study 5.2 

 

Beltway Scenario (left-wing voters) 

 In the second part of this study we are interested in your opinion on local political 

affairs. Local political institutions like the city council and the district  council often make 

decisions that directly affect your personal life. Please imagine the following situation: there 

are plans for a new beltway around your hometown. The planned trajectory of this beltway 

runs right next to the residential area where you live. It is to be expected that there will be an 

increase of traffic  noise as a result of the beltway. In addition, large parts of the green areas 

around your house will disappear, along with the attractive view you currently have. 

However, the reasons to construct the beltway are quite important according to the local 

authorities. The outdated road network in and around town causes a lot of traffic jams, 

resulting in lower air quality and excessive traffic noise. Furthermore, local shopkeepers 

complain about poor accessibility. 

 Imagine that in the local political system there are four parties, which all have a point 

of view on this topic. Below you will find an overview. 

 Green Social: This plan is totally unacceptable. A new beltway would only lead to 

more air and noise pollution. Our local inhabitants  and the natural environment should not be 

the sacrificed by these politicians who are only after money and status.  

 Citizens Party: We are against the construction of the beltway in its current form. 

However, we do see the need to improve the current situation. If a beltway would be built, we 

should really try to limit the consequences for people and environment. 

 Local Progress: We think this beltway is economically necessary. Alternatives have 

already been considered, and the current plan is by far the cheapest solution. The money 

saved this way can be used to facilitate a tax cut for local residents. 
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 Economy and Democracy: This beltway is essential and needs to be built. Without it 

our town will enter a downward spiral, and companies will leave. Nobody benefits from this, 

so the local residents will also have to accept this situation. 

 

Homeless shelter scenario (right-wing voters) 

 In the second part of this study we are interested in your opinion about local political 

affairs. Local political institutions like the city council and the district council often make 

decisions that directly affect your personal life. Please imagine the following situation: there 

are plans for a new homeless shelter in your hometown. The planned location of this shelter is 

in the residential area where you live. It is to be expected that the flow of homeless people to 

your area will cause quite a nuisance. In addition, the value of your house could potentially 

drop as a result of the nearby shelter. However, the reasons to construct the shelter are quite 

important  for the local authorities. The town center has been plagued for years by a group of 

homeless people, leading to annoyances and increased crime rates. Furthermore, local 

shopkeepers complain about a deteriorating image of the shopping area. 

 Imagine that in the local political system there are four parties, which all have a point 

of view on this topic. 

 Green Social: This shelter is essential. Without it the homeless people will suffer 

badly, especially during winter. The local residents already have a house, so they should not 

complain. 

 Citizens Party: We think this shelter is necessary for the health of the homeless 

people. Alternatives have already been considered, and the current plan is the most humane 

solution by far. In addition, we could see whether the homeless could provide helpful services 

to the neighborhood. 
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 Local Progress: We are against the construction of the shelter in its current form. 

However, we do see the need for improvement of the current situation. If a shelter would be 

built, the consequences for the local area and its residents should be limited as much as 

possible. 

 Economy and Democracy: This plan is unacceptable. A new shelter would lead to 

even more trouble than the current situation. Local residents should never be the victim of  

politicians who only listen to the words of activists. 
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Samenvatting 

De meeste mensen zullen bij het woord vertrouwen denken aan relaties tussen 

personen. Denk bijvoorbeeld aan een kind dat op zijn ouders vertrouwt voor eten, kleding en 

een veilig gevoel, of aan partners die samen hun leven delen en er op vertrouwen dat de ander 

hun trouw zal blijven. Bovendien is vertrouwen nodig voor een goede werking van de 

maatschappij; we kopen brood bij de bakker omdat we er op vertrouwen dat hij er geen 

ongewenste ingrediënten in heeft verwerkt, en dat hij een redelijke prijs vraagt voor zijn 

producten. 

 Zo bezien lijkt vertrouwen een soort sociale smeerolie die er voor zorgt dat mensen 

met elkaar samen kunnen leven. Echter, de maatschappij is de laatste decennia veranderd op 

een manier die ervoor heeft gezorgd dat we soms noodgedwongen moeten vertrouwen in 

minder persoonlijke entiteiten. We kopen bijvoorbeeld steeds vaker brood bij de supermarkt 

in plaats van bij de plaatselijke bakker. In dergelijke gevallen moeten  we vertrouwen in een 

organisatie (de supermarktketen) in plaats van een concreet persoon ( een individuele bakker). 

Andere voorbeelden van organisaties die we moeten vertrouwen zijn banken, scholen, 

verzekeringsmaatschappijen, vervoersbedrijven, en politieke organen zoals de gemeenteraad 

en het kabinet. In deze dissertatie heb ik een aantal antecedenten en gevolgen beschreven van 

vertrouwen in dergelijke organisaties, waarbij ik uit ging van inzichten in vertrouwen die 

opgedaan zijn in onderzoek naar vertrouwen in meer interpersoonlijke contexten. 

 In de literatuur worden vele antecedenten van vertrouwen beschreven. Deze 

antecedenten kunnen worden gezien als kenmerken waar een persoon of organisatie aan moet 

voldoen om vertrouwen te wekken bij anderen. Het invloedrijke model van Mayer, Davis, en 

Schoorman (1995) vat deze kenmerken samen tot drie kerndimensies: competentie, integriteit 

en welwillendheid. Competentie is gedefinieerd als de vaardigheden en capaciteiten die een 

ander tot nut kunnen zijn. Integriteit omvat openheid, eerlijkheid en voorspelbaarheid; het 
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bezit van deze kenmerken zorgt ervoor dat anderen erop vertrouwen dat afspraken worden 

nagekomen. Welwillendheid ten slotte is de mate waarin iemand bereid is rekening te houden 

met de belangen van de vertrouwende partij  en daaraan ook tegemoet te komen. Met ander 

woorden heeft men het beste voor met de vertrouwende partij.. 

 De aanwezigheid van de drie genoemde  eigenschappen kan ertoe leiden dat 

vertrouwen ontstaat; dat wil zeggen dat men bereid is zich kwetsbaar op te stellen ten aanzien 

van een andere persoon of organisatie en dus het risico accepteert dat het vertrouwen 

beschaamd kan worden Bijvoorbeeld, men bestelt een product op een website als de 

verwachting is dat het van voldoende kwaliteit is en dat het een bonafide organisatie betreft 

die zich inzet om de wensen van de klant tegemoet te komen. 

In deze dissertatie presenteer ik onderzoek naar de verbanden tussen de genoemde 

vertrouwensdimensies, de neiging tot vertrouwen en de bereidheid tot risicogedrag, waar het 

specifiek vertrouwen in organisaties betreft. Aan de hand van consumentenvertrouwen en 

vertrouwen in de politiek bespreek ik de antecedenten en gevolgen van vertrouwen in 

organisaties, alsmede enkele belangrijke overeenkomsten en verschillen met vertrouwen in 

personen. 

 In de Hoofdstukken 2 en 3 is consumentenvertrouwen het focale onderwerp, waarbij 

waargenomen competentie een belangrijke rol speelt. Consumenten zijn op zoek naar 

producten van een hoge kwaliteit en een competent bedrijf wordt in staat geacht deze te 

produceren. In Hoofdstuk 2 laat ik dan ook zien dat vertrouwen in een autoproducent met 

name wordt bepaald door waargenomen competentie en in mindere mate door waargenomen 

welwillendheid. Echter, in de psychologische literatuur wordt juist de nadruk gelegd op 

sociale dimensies als voorspeller van vertrouwen, wat suggereert dat welwillendheid ook een 

grote rol zou kunnen spelen in de context van vertrouwen door consumenten. Om dit 

onderscheid te ondervangen onderzoek ik in Hoofdstuk 2 het verschil tussen interpersoonlijk 
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vertrouwen en het minder persoonlijke vertrouwen in organisaties. Twee studies laten zien dat 

wanneer een bank wordt gerepresenteerd door een individuele medewerker, welwillendheid 

een belangrijkere voorspeller van vertrouwen is dan competentie. Omgekeerd geldt dat 

vertrouwen in een bank in het algemeen of via een website meer baat heeft bij waargenomen 

competentie. Banken en andere commerciële organisaties kunnen dus op meer vertrouwen 

van de consument rekenen als zij rekening houden met het type communicatie (via een 

website of juist meer persoonlijk) en het soort boodschap dat daar bij past. 

 Uit de laatste studie van Hoofdstuk 2 blijkt ook dat integriteit een cruciale eigenschap 

is voor zowel medewerkers als organisaties in het algemeen. Hier schuilt een mogelijke 

verklaring in voor de bevinding dat welwillendheid niet effectief is voor bedrijven; deze 

hebben immers het doel om winst te maken, waardoor een welwillende boodschap wellicht 

niet oprecht overkomt en daarom niet tot vertrouwen leidt. In Hoofdstuk 3 onderzoek ik of de 

interactie tussen integriteit en welwillendheid inderdaad ten grondslag ligt aan het vertrouwen 

in commerciële organisaties. In een veldstudie laat ik zien dat klanten in een supermarkt de 

producent van een fruitdrank als minder oprecht beschouwen als het een multinational is, en 

meer oprecht wanneer het een lokale stichting betreft. In een meer gecontroleerd experiment 

wordt ook de veronderstelde interactie aangetoond: de welwillendheid van een 

oliemaatschappij leidt alleen tot vertrouwen als ook de integriteit hoog is. Een interessante 

bevinding is bovendien dat competentie een effect heeft dat onafhankelijk is van integriteit en 

welwillendheid. Dit wordt onderstreept door de derde studie in Hoofdstuk 3, waaruit blijkt dat 

warm klinkende namen van een organisatie leiden tot een sterkere associatie met 

welwillendheid en integriteit, terwijl meer zakelijke, koude namen worden geassocieerd met 

hogere competentie. Beide routes kunnen dus leiden tot vertrouwen, terwijl de combinatie van 

beide zelfs kan leiden tot een gevoel van bewondering (Aaker, Vohs & Mogilner, 2010). 



154 
 

 Waar het eerste deel van dissertatie vooral gaat over antecedenten van vertrouwen in 

organisaties, gaat het tweede deel dieper in op de consequenties ervan. In de Hoofdstukken 4 

en 5 laat ik zien dat het stemgedrag van burgers afhangt van hun vertrouwen in politieke 

instituten. Al decennia lang neemt het vertrouwen in de politiek af; niet alleen in Nederland, 

maar in heel West-Europa en bijvoorbeeld ook in de Verenigde Staten. Tegelijkertijd is er een 

verschuiving zichtbaar in het stemgedrag van de burger: de ‘traditionele’ regeringspartijen 

PvdA, VVD, CDA en D66 verliezen langzamerhand hun dominante positie in het politieke 

landschap. In Hoofdstuk 4 laat ik zien dat dit proces zich ook nu nog afspeelt. De partijen die 

het meest profiteren van het lage vertrouwen in de politiek zijn de relatief populistische 

partijen PVV (rechts) en SP (links). Door het voeren van anti-elitaire retoriek proberen zij het 

wantrouwen in politieke organen om te zetten in zogenaamde proteststemmen. In Hoofdstuk 4 

wordt aangetoond dat een gering vertrouwen in de Tweede Kamer inderdaad leidt tot een 

grotere kans op stemmen voor één van de relatief populistische partijen, waarbij het effect 

voor de PVV sterker naar voren komt dan voor de SP. Bovendien wordt dit effect gemedieerd 

door morele emoties zoals boosheid en minachting. Eén van de kernprincipes van het 

populisme is namelijk dat het volk moreel superieur is aan de corrupte elite. De emoties die 

dit oproept werken actietendensen in de hand, en leiden op deze wijze tot proteststemmen 

voor de relatief populistische partijen. 

 In Hoofdstuk 5 breid ik dit model van vertrouwen en populistisch stemmen uit met de 

antecedenten van vertrouwen die in Hoofdstukken 2 en 3 ook zijn onderzocht. Hieruit bleek 

dat voor politiek vertrouwen vooral competentie en integriteit van belang zijn, en dat 

welwillendheid geen toegevoegde voorspellende waarde naast deze twee factoren. Bovendien 

laat ik zien dat er ook nog een dimensie is die het verschil tussen de PVV en de SP reflecteert: 

namelijk de mate waarin men vindt dat aspecten van de huidige samenleving bedreigd 

worden. Er blijkt dat mensen die vooral economische dreiging ervaren eerder geneigd zijn om 
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op de SP te stemmen, terwijl het ervaren van culturele dreiging (bijvoorbeeld veiligheid en 

normen en waarden) eerder leidt tot een stem op de PVV. Een tweede studie in Hoofdstuk 5 

laat zien dat ook in een experimentele setting met fictieve partijen een vertrouwensbreuk de 

aanleiding is om populistischer te gaan stemmen. 

 Samenvattend kunnen we concluderen dat het vertrouwensmodel van Mayer en 

collega’s (1995) een solide basis biedt voor het in kaart brengen van vertrouwen in 

organisaties. Integriteit en competentie lijken de belangrijkste factoren voor dit vertrouwen, 

terwijl welwillendheid een bescheidener rol speelt en wellicht alleen relevant kan zijn als de 

waargenomen integriteit hoog genoeg is. In Hoofdstuk 2 heb ik aangetoond dat het relatieve 

belang van welwillendheid en competentie een wezenlijk verschil vormt tussen het 

‘onpersoonlijke’ vertrouwen in organisaties en interpersoonlijk vertrouwen. Voor organisaties 

kan deze bevinding een belangrijk handvat voor de communicatie richting de consument 

bieden. 

 Verder blijkt het incorporeren van (morele) emoties een betekenisvolle uitbreiding van 

het vertrouwensmodel, tenminste waar het de context van politiek vertrouwen betreft. 

Vertrouwen en emoties als boosheid en minachting bleken samen in staat om stemgedrag van 

burgers te voorspellen, een gedragsuitkomst die van groot belang is in de maatschappij. Het 

model in Hoofdstuk 5 benadrukt dat vertrouwen in organisaties een centrale rol speelt, zowel 

in theoretische als praktische zin. Het dient aan de ene kant als samenvatting van de 

waarneming van de stereotype kenmerken competentie, integriteit en welwillendheid, terwijl 

het aan de andere kant belangrijke consequenties heeft voor het politieke en 

consumptiegedrag van de burger. 
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