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Study Purpose 
There is much we do not know about 

trust in non-Western cultures and 

existing theories developed in Western 

cultures may not generalize to non-

Western settings. Basic theoretical 

research is necessary to explore cultural 

nuances of trust, in an effort to optimize 

the effectiveness of cross-cultural 

interactions. Our key objective was to 

use grounded theory to build a 

foundational science of the interpersonal 

trust “lifecycle” in non-Western cultures. 

 

Interpersonal Trust: 
Positive expectations and a willingness 

to be vulnerable. Includes perceptions of 

ability, benevolence, and integrity. 

 

Trust Violations: 
Mistakes, betrayals, and other unmet 

expectations can cause trust to erode, 

which can lead to resentment and 

withdrawal. 

 

Grounded Theory Approach: 
Data were gathered without formal 

hypotheses. This approach involved: 

qualitative data collection (interviews), 

coding data, identification of themes, 

connecting and interrelating data, and 

creating an explanatory theory. 

 

Sample Demographics: 
The 128 interviewees were members of 

the FIT Community, of which 55% were 

male and 70% were international. 

National Origins: US 25.2%, China 

21.7%, India 25.2%, Middle East 23.5%, 

and Brazil 4.3%.  

 

 
 

TOWARD A THEORY OF TRUST 
DEVELOPMENT, VIOLATION, AND 

REPAIR ACROSS CULTURES 

Findings & Implications 
Our research resulted in the novel framework of the trust 

lifecycle in work contexts seen above, capturing how 

individuals feel, think, and behave in multiple feedback 

loops when their trust is developed, broken, and repaired. 

Building or breaking trust involves meeting or failing to 

meet behavioral expectations and standards held by other 

individuals. When repairing trust, an individual can use 

different methods, such as apology, explanation, and 

going above and beyond in completing tasks. The salience 

and importance of these expectations, affective-cognitive 

reactions, and behavioral responses to them also differ 

across cultural groups. For example, completing tasks 

(performance), being reliable (predictability), and being 

unselfish (benevolence) were universal expectations in 

working together, while respect was emphasized only by 

Chinese participants, and keeping shared info private 

(confidentiality) only by Middle Eastern participants. Being 

confident in others to perform well after trust development 

was most mentioned by Indian participants. 
 

 

So What Does it All Mean? 
To achieve effectiveness in any situation, individuals must be 

trusted by those with whom they are working. In order to 

maintain or repair trust in culturally diverse settings, we provide 

these recommendations: 

(1) Spend some time getting to know one another. Trust 
develops more naturally and easily in a working 
relationship when individuals are more familiar with  
each other’s expectations, and cultural values. 

(2) Discuss expectations with collaborators up front. Make 
sure you know who is responsible for what and when.   

(3) Communicate promptly with your other collaborators if 
you have any problems with completing your work or 
attending a meeting. 

(4) In times of conflict, maintain a polite and respectful 
demeanor when expressing your own concerns. 
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“Trust is like blood pressure. It’s silent, vital to good health, 
and if abused, it can be deadly.”  

– Frank Sonenberg  

RECENT FINDINGS FROM TRUST ACROSS CULTURES INTERVIEW STUDY 

Behavioral Trust 
Contact            
Openness       
Monitoring      
Delegation 
Benevolence 
Engagement 

Affective-Cognitive Reactions 
Happiness            (-) Cognitive effort 
Confidence          Pleasant surprise, 
Psychological safety    Relief, Pride, 
Optimism                 Gratitude 

Implicit/Explicit Behavioral 
Expectations 

Performance    Reciprocation 
Predictability    Confidentiality 
Benevolence    Respect 
Honesty            Loyalty 
Timeliness        Integrity 

Affective-Cognitive Reactions 
Upset              Criticism 
Anger                     Fear 
Sense-making       Guilt                          
Frustration             Stress                  
Betrayal                 Injustice 
Disappointment     Shame, Regret,  
Confusion        Apathy, Helplessness,     
Sadness          Compartmentalization                      

Trust Repair 
Penance                 Victim-initiated repair 
Apology               Adjusting expectations 
Account                      Social interactions 
Demonstrating concern     Indirect repair   
 

Development 

Trustor & Trustee 
Characteristics 

History/Familiarity 
Personality 
Similarity 
Complementarity 
Trustor’s 
propensity to trust 

 

Violation 

Violation Responses 
Confront violator           
Contagion  
No response 
Pick up slack             
Involve third party 
Second chance      
Defend Self 
Retaliation 

About Us: The Relationship and Interaction Optimization in 
Teams (RIOT) lab at Florida Tech, directed by Dr. Jessica L. 
Wildman, conducts scientific organizational research in the 

areas of teams, trust, and culture in the workplace. The goal 
of this research is to gain a better understanding of how 

relationships and interactions between individuals working 
together can be maximally effective. Questions about the 

current study can be directed to fitriotlab@gmail.com. 


