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Attributing Trust: Why we trust others
This short paper summarises and illustrate some of the key ideas presented by Tally Hatzakis (2009
) about the use of attribution styles analysis to understand why people trust others. Attribution theory suggests that when there are high levels of ambiguity or uncertainty in a situation (ie when we are not sure about what is happening or is likely to happen), we tend to attribute causes to the situation, reasons for it happening, in order to reduce emotional stress and increase predictability. Thus trust attribution styles theory is concerned with the patterns of attribution that we use to determine level of trust (ie the way that we attribute reasons for the behaviour of others that determine our degree of trust in them). Hatzakis notes that most of the literature on trust implicitly assumes that we attribute causes to others’ behaviour but is not explicit about this or the processes involved, hence the use of attribution theory to try and understand how people come to trust others.
Weiner (1995
) argues that our imputed explanations of the causes (ie we infer reasons about why people behave as they do) of events shape our emotional reactions to those events, so that different explanations lead to different emotional reactions. For example, in making sense of (and responding emotionally to) someone’s behaviour, we may make a judgement as to whether it is their choice to behave like that or the result of organisational procedures over which they may have no control. 

Attribution styles describes the tendency to attribute particular causes (‘characteristic attributional tendencies’) to certain types of behaviour. At its worst this is evident in stereotyping of behaviour on the basis of age, sex or ethnicity (‘you’re too young to feel the same way about it as I do’, ‘typical male attitude’, etc) but we do it because it helps us to cope with the uncertainty of living in an unpredictable world. This can create positive or negative spirals of trust depending on the tendency to frame others’ behaviour in a positive or negative way. 
Five Dimensions of Attribution
In understanding how attribution theory can help us to understand trust, Hatzakis uses five different dimensions which we can use to assess the attribution of trust (ie to examine how we attribute causes to behaviour which may make us more or less likely to trust or distrust someone). These five are:
1. Agency – how much control the person is perceived to have over their own behaviour
2. Intentionality - how much the person is perceived to have intended to do what they did
3. Controllability - how much the person is perceived to have intended the outcomes of their behaviour
4. Stability – how likely this cause-effect relationship is to be repeated (its predictability)
5. Consequentiality – how likely this cause-effect relationship will generalise to other situations
The rest of this section explores these dimensions in more detail; as you read this it’s useful to reflect on your own experiences of trusting or not trusting others in particular situations and seeing how each of these five dimensions can help you understand your level of trust.
1. Agency
We only trust another if they are perceived to have some volitional control over their own behaviour (some degree of freedom of choice), which in turn shapes our emotional reaction (it’s hard to be angry with someone who has no control over their actions). Where volition or choice exists, the level of trust is then determined by judgements about the trustor (the person being trusted or not), based on their perceived capability, integrity and benevolence*. However, the assignment of causality will also reflect the degree of solidarity – the extent to which the trustor and trustee (the person doing the trusting) belong to the same group. We tend to attribute positive causality to members of our own group and negative causality to members of out-groups.
Agency is usually measured in two sub-dimensions (internal-external and personal-universal), but can be modified when looking at trust into three categories of agency:

i. Internal – where the person being trusted (trustor) is seen as having personal control over actions (the trustor causes them to occur)

ii. External – where another has control over actions (someone else causes them to occur)

iii. Situational – external circumstances over which no one person has any control causes the actions (the personal-universal dimension)
	Case 1

At the time of writing this paper, most of European airspace has been closed by the ash cloud from an Icelandic volcano and is just being re-opened. The situation had initially been presented as one over which no one has control, so trust in airline chiefs, politicians, air traffic controllers and aviation authorities was not affected. However, as the situation worsened, and more information became available, it was evident that there was some volition. Airlines’ ability to run their service was controlled by air traffic control (external category), but their response (in terms of helping their passengers) was in their control, as was politicians’ ability to help stranded passengers (internal in both cases). Also, it became clear, that the decisions by air traffic controllers and aviation authorities was also volitional (so internal and not situational), based on an assessment of the degree of risk, rather than it being quite such an absolute danger/no danger decision. 

These different ways of perceiving a situation will further shape people’s degree of trust in the agents (the people involved). Where trust was already low, it may be reinforced (by negative perceptions) or improved (by positive perceptions). Where trust was high, negative perceptions will reduce it, and positive perceptions reinforce it.


2. Intentionality
This the extent to which cause is seen as being intentional by the person – are they seen as having personal responsibility for their actions? Although this may seem similar to agency, it is concerned with the degree of personal choice of behaviour the person has in the situation, irrespective of their level of volition – how they act, not why they act. 
There are three categories of intentionality:

i. Personal – where actions are due to individual’s choice. 

ii. Role – where the actions are attributable to the role or group to which the person belongs

iii. Universal – generically attributable to all; we would all do this

	Case 2

Faced with an accident in the street, how do you behave? What kind of behaviour would reinforce or build trust?

· If you are walking by and free to intervene (internal agency), what do you do? As a concerned adult, you may offer direct help, first aid or comfort (personal intentionality); as a paramedic, police or fire officer, you may take control of the situation (role intentionality); and as a general member of the population you may hang around, looking concerned and asking if anyone can help (universal intentionality).

· If you are with a voluntary helper escorting a group of primary school children (external agency), what do you do? You have far less opportunity to intervene, as you are constrained by the situation, and must ask the teacher in charge for advice on your actions. Only if you are in a role (as an off-duty emergency specialist or a first-aider) could you demand to be released from external control, and may focus on ensuring that the children aren’t affected, not trying to hide the problem but talking to them about it as a way of alleviating any stress they may feel (personal intentionality). 

· If you are in a car driving past in heavy traffic (situational agency), what do you do? You may use a hands free ‘phone to call the emergency services (personal intentionality) or, if you are in the emergency services, seek a place to stop and take on some (role) responsibility for the situation. Or you may open your window and wave down oncoming traffic to warn them (universal intentionality).


3. Controllability
This is the extent to which the outcomes of the person’s actions (as opposed to the causes) are controllable by the actor – the extent to which actor can influence the outcomes. Lower controllability implies helplessness and vulnerability on the part of the trustee (the person being trusted or not). This tends to be associated with low trust, as we don’t trust someone who seems to be vulnerable, mainly because vulnerability is a pre-requisite for trust on the part of the trustor. After all, without vulnerability, there is little need for trust, but if the trustor does trust the trustee this will make them feel less vulnerable. (If I feel vulnerable I want to put my trust in someone who isn’t.)
4. Stability
This is the extent to which it appears possible to assume that the cause/outcome relationship will be repeated in future (predictability). High expectations of future positive outcomes tend to indicate higher levels of trust and vice versa. If you can’t be sure that the person you are trusting can do it again, given that trust is needed in situations of uncertainty, then what’s the point of trusting them?
5. Consequentiality
This dimension is concerned with the extent to which the cause/outcomes relationship is generalisable or specific to the situation – the more generalisable it is, the more it reflects stereotyping and the less likely it will be to change the perception. This may influence the strength of the trust attribution.
	Case 3

A manager who manages to resolve a dispute with a customer who has got very irate over the service received, but who leaves smiling and apologising for the initial reaction, will be seen to have taken control of the situation. If the manager is seen to have behaved very naturally and calmly, it is likely that this behaviour will be repeated in future (stability). Although this specific situation involved calming an irate customer, it is possible to assume that in any future situation he or she will be perceived as being ‘good in a crisis’ and respond appropriately (consequentiality). All this encourages the growth of trust.
If the manager had grovelled and simply given the complainant everything being demanded, then this would not be taking control. If the manager had already known the complainant then it is likely that this, rather than his or her ability, was the reason that he or she was able to resolve the problem, so it may not be repeated; and if the manager only seems to feel confident dealing with problems with customers, and not with employees, then this behaviour is not generalisable. Each of these discourages trust.


These five dimensions, two concerned with causation, three with outcomes, determine how we, as trustors, judge the behaviour of another (the trustee). All five are based on perceptions, and may not truly reflect reality, but that doesn’t diminish their impact. The next section shows that trust doesn’t depend simply on our cognition (our processing of evidence in a rational, unbiased way) but is also dependent on our emotional reactions, our affective thinking.
Cognitive and affective bases of trust
Cognitive decisions are derived from some form of rational analysis of evidence; affective decisions from an emotional reaction. There is a tendency to assume that rational decisions are better than emotional ones, but this is far too simplistic. Rational decisions are only as valid as the data available to inform them, and most decisions are reliant on partial, contradictory or erroneous data. In fact, the more information we have, the harder it often is to make a decision, as it reveals the potential problems of any option, rather than the clarity desired. 

By contrast, emotional responses are driven by a fairly primitive but very well tuned part of the brain that helps us make quick, intuitive decisions with only very limited data to help us. Emotional intelligence is all about maximising the value of affective reactions without allowing them to distort our decisions. Trust may arise from both sources, from a rational, evidence-based analysis, and from an emotional, intuitive response honed by millennia of evolution.
· Cognitive bases of trust depend on perceptions of evidence of another’s trustworthiness. This evidence may lead to conclusions about the trustworthiness of someone, along a continuum:
	Trustworthy
	Uncertain
	Untrustworthy

	Conclusive, positive proof of the truth, sincerity and accuracy of information about the other’s trustworthiness


	Inconclusive proof or disproof of the truth, sincerity and accuracy of information about the other’s trustworthiness
	Conclusive, negative disproof of the truth, sincerity and accuracy of information about the other’s trustworthiness




· Affective bases of trust are derived from an emotional reactions to another – liking, admiration, respect, acceptance, absence of hostility and shared values and beliefs. Affect can shape trust positively or negatively (its valency) and can be weak or strong (its potency). The potency of emotional response is likely to be high in trust relationships, whether positive or negative – we can’t be emotionally neutral when deciding to trust or distrust someone.
These two bases of trust (cognitive and affective) can combine to define the trust state. When both cognition (the evidence) and affect (our emotions) are aligned, to either trust or distrust, our judgements are convergent; where they conflict our judgements are divergent (our cognition says one thing, our affect another); and where evidence is inconclusive for cognitive judgements, irrespective of affect, our mental state is tentative.

The table below shows convergent, divergent and tentative trust states where there is positive affect and where there is negative affect, and labels each of the six states. 

	Evidence types:
	Trust states

· Positive affect
	Distrust states

· Negative affect

	· Positive evidence
	Confidence (convergent)
	Paranoia (divergent)

	· Inconclusive evidence
	Suspension (tentative)
	Suspicion (tentative)

	· Negative evidence
	Groupthink (divergent)
	Conviction (convergent)


	Case 4

Imagine a situation in which you are observing another’s behaviour, perhaps the manager in Case 3. Do you instinctively trust this manager (perhaps you like or admire him or her)? Is the way that the manager behaved consistent with someone who knows what they are doing and is behaving as you would expect a good leader and manager to behave? If so, the affective and cognitive evidence is aligned – convergent. You will have confidence in this person’s trustworthiness.
If you don’t like the manager and the behaviour looked false and stilted, as if this was a script that he or she had learnt, then you will again feel that the evidence is convergent, and this will convince you not to trust him or her.

When the evidence is inconclusive you will rely more on your emotional reaction and reach a tentative conclusion that veers towards either trust (suspension – of doubt) or suspicious of the manager (distrusting).

It is when the evidence conflicts that the internal problems start. A person you dislike shouldn’t be good, and this internal contradiction will cause you to feel a sense of paranoia – someone has fixed it to look good! Conversely, if you see negative evidence relating to someone you feel strong positive affect for, you will demonstrate a type of response called ‘groupthink’ – where your reactions are divorced from the evidence and you fall back into a state slightly divorced from the real world, similar to the cognitive dissonance that occurs where others’ behaviour conflicts with the evidence you have.


Combining the five dimensions of attribution and the trusts states 

	As we have seen, our cognitive and affective responses to observed behaviour interact to determine how we assess someone’s trustworthiness. These responses to observed behaviour will reflect our assessment of the situation and the other person’s response to it – in other words, the extent to which they are seen as being in control (agency) and to have intended to do what they did and to have intended to produce the outcomes they did (controllability), how predictable their behaviour is (stability) and how generalisable to other situations (consequentiality). The six different responses described in the previous section (confidence, paranoia, suspension, suspicion, groupthink and conviction) will tend to be associated with certain combinations of these five dimensions:


· Confidence (convergent cognitive and affective states)

Occurs when there is evidence of contextual factors (what their role is, etc), the organisational environment (eg rules, controls) or their personal trustworthiness (ability, integrity, benevolence) aligning. Positive incidents are likely to be ascribed to these external, situational or personal factors; negative incidents are also likely to be ascribed to external or situational factors, but to be seen as uncontrollable by the actors. 

· Suspension (tentative match between cognitive and affective states)

Suspension occurs where there is insufficient evidence to justify trust, but there is a reliance on affective (rather than cognitive) evidence – presumption of positive affect, as we generally prefer to think well of people, so make judgements similar to those where confidence exists. 
· Groupthink (divergent cognitive and affective states)

Despite negative evidence, peer pressure encourages a belief in the other, so ascribe negative incidents to external, uncontrollable factors. 
· Conviction (convergent cognitive and affective states)

Because of the conviction that the other cannot be trusted, evidence to the contrary is ascribed to external or contextual causes, or to universal rather than personal or role causes, and to be unstable and unlikely to be repeated. Negative experiences will be blamed on the other, personally or due to their role, and seen as stable and likely to reoccur.
· Suspicion (tentative match between cognitive and affective states)

Unlike Suspension, where uncertainty leads to trust (positive affect), Suspicion causes distrust (negative affect), characterised by monitoring behaviour to avoid being caught out by the other’s negative behaviour. Positive behaviour is attributed to external but universal, or to situational causes.

· Paranoia (divergent)

Unjustified suspicion about another’s behaviour, characterised by incorrect attributions of the other’s behaviour, seen as being due to external role-based causes, controllable by the other. Positive behaviour will be denied or explained as uncontrollable or accidental.
These six different trust states and the relevant characteristics of the five dimensions are summarised in the table below, for both positive and negative incidents.
	Trust states in relation to positive and negative incidents, analysed by the five dimensions of attribution

	Trust states
	Incident Affect
	Agency 
	Intentionality 
	Controllability
	Stability
	Consequentiality

	
	(Is it seen to be a positive or negative incident?)
	 (Internal, External or Situational)
	 (Personal, Role or Universal)
	 (Controllable, uncontrollable)
	 (Stable, unstable)
	 (Global, specific)

	Confidence (convergent)
	Positive
	External/Situational
	Personal or role
	Controllable
	Stable
	Global

	
	Negative
	External/Situational
	Universal
	Uncontrollable
	Unstable
	Global/specific

	Suspension (tentative)
	Positive
	External
	Personal or role
	Controllable
	Unstable
	Specific

	
	Negative
	External/Situational
	Universal
	Uncontrollable
	Unstable
	Specific

	Groupthink (divergent)
	Positive
	Internal
	Role
	Controllable
	Stable
	Global

	
	Negative
	External/Situational
	Role
	Uncontrollable
	Stable
	Global

	Conviction (convergent)
	Positive
	External/Situational
	Universal
	Uncontrollable
	Unstable
	Global/specific

	
	Negative
	External/Situational
	Personal or role
	Controllable
	Stable
	Global

	Suspicion (tentative)
	Positive
	External/Situational
	Universal
	Uncontrollable
	Unstable
	Specific

	
	Negative
	External
	Personal or role
	Controllable
	Unstable
	Specific

	Paranoia (divergent)
	Positive
	Situational
	-
	Uncontrollable
	Unstable
	Specific

	
	Negative
	External
	Role
	Controllable
	Stable
	Global


What does this mean for managers?
ILM has now undertaken two research projects into Leadership Trust
. These focussed on employees’ assessment of their trust in their line managers and their Chief Executives, on six dimensions:

1. Ability

2. Understanding

3. Fairness

4. Openness

5. Integrity

6. Consistency

These six dimensions of trust behaviour enabled a detailed exploration of followers’ assessment of their leaders’ capability (ability and understanding), their integrity (integrity and consistency) and their benevolence (fairness and openness), which have been clearly identified as being critical factors in assessing a person’s volitional control or agency (as explained earlier in this paper). In other words, the Index of Leadership Trust (ILT) measures those aspects of a leader’s behaviour which are perceived as being in his or her control. What this paper has outlined are how these interact with externalities, the factors which are largely outside the leader’s control, which are also used by followers in making their assessment.
What distinguishes agency is that it is based on someone’s behaviour, whereas the other four attribution dimensions are based on inferences from that behaviour:
· Did the leader intend to do what she or he did?
· Did the leader intend the outcomes of their behaviour?
· How likely is it that the next time the leader intends these same outcomes, that they will occur?
· How likely is it that, in other situations, the leaders’ intentions and the results will match in the way they did this time?
How someone perceives your behaviour is difficult to control; how they will impute motives and intent to your behaviour is even harder to control. This should not stop leaders from taking account of these factors – just because you have no control over something, doesn’t prevent it from being important. Furthermore, these other factors are attributed, which means that they aren’t beyond the influence of leaders. Understanding their importance is the first step to recognising their effect, and recognition allows leaders to present their behaviour in ways that will shape the followers’ interpretation.

People often find it difficult to appreciate how others will perceive their behaviour, what motives they will attribute to it or to what extent it will be seen as part of a pattern of activity rather than as a random act. The challenge of leadership is to be able to appreciate how others view your actions and to use this empathy to shape those actions. 
David Pardey 

Senior Manager, Research & Policy 

Institute of Leadership & Management

June 2010 

* These three areas of behaviour have been identified as determining how much we trust someone and are the basis of the six dimensions used to construct ILM’s Index of Leadership Trust (ILT). The ILT measures behavioural characteristics over which the trustor has some control, and which can, therefore, be developed to increase trust. This is what ‘agency’ is concerned with – the degree of control over the situation which the trustor has. The other dimensions are not within the control of the trustor – they are either determined by the trustee (the person doing the trusting) or by externalities outside the trustor’s control – what former Prime Minister Harold Macmillan called ‘events, dear boy, events’. 
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