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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. 
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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. 

 

  

  


