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Chapter 2 

 

Interpersonal versus impersonal consumer trust: The role 

of competence and benevolence 
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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 



28 
 

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. 
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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 
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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.  


