Reprint of / Sonderdruck aus / tiré i part de

Swiss Journal of

Psychology

Schweizerische Zeitschrift fiir Psychologie
Revue Suisse de Psychologie

Verlag Hans Huber
Bern Gottingen Toronto Seattle




Swiss Journal of Psychology

57 (4), 248-254 (1998)

Readiness to trust in complex situations!

Margit E. Oswald! & Tanja Fuchs?

! Universitit Bern
2 Technische Universitit Chemnitz-Zwickau

This experiment studies whether peopie are readier to ac-
cept suggestions for solutions when the problem is more
complex and whether such complexity also increases trust
in the source of the solution. The experimental paradigm
concerned the mayor of a small, barely developed com-
munity who has to decide on the sale of an industrial site
to an investor. Complexity was manipulated in terms of
the number and interrelations of the variables to be con-
sidered in making a decision on the sale. The mayor may

call in a consultant who offers more or less efaborated
suggestions as to how to evaluate the appropriateness of
a given investor. Results (N = 93; 2x3 factorial design)
indicate that greater complexity increases not only readi-
ness (o accept even inadequately elaborate solutions but
also degree of trust in the source, the consultant.

Key words: Trust, purchasing decision, complexity, man-
agement of resources

“Trust” and related concepts are vital to the un-
derstanding both of social life and of personal-
ity development {Deutsch, 1958, p. 265). To
this observation by Deutsch, it shonld be added
that trust is also important for the understand-
ing of cognitive information processing. An ex-
tended analysis of the concept of frust which
includes its relation to such processing makes
clear that, until now, the focus of aftention has
been upon the negative aspects of distrust and
the correspondingly positive aspects of trust,
Thus, distrust in the context of relations with-
in and between groups has been regarded only
as the cause of personal problems in develop-
ment or of aggression and conflict (Pruitt &
Carnevale, 1993; Webb & Worchel, 1986). In
the context of information processing, howev-
er, it has to be acknowledged that distrust may
well be functional under certain conditions, for
example, to detect cheating, exploitation, and
fraud (cf. Gigerenzer & Hug, 1992; Oswald,
1996). In this paper, we define trust as “reliance
on another's integrity” (Erikson, 1930}, al-
though here it does not refer to a personality
variable but rather to an attitude toward a spe-
cific person.

1 Fhis study was supported by the Deutsche Forschungs-
gemeinschaft (DFG). We would especially like to thank
Tile Beyer who competently advised us in all matters
of business administration. Farthermore we thank Jorg
Hupfeld, Volker Gadenne, Dirk Wendt and Christiane
Barthel.
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In situations where people are not sure
whether the intentions of their partners are re-
ally benevolent, but where they are more or less
dependent on them, there will often be a need
to detect a possible abuse of trust in the longer
run. This need corresponds to what Kruglans-
ki (1990) called need for validity, and what Ca-
cioppo & Petty (1982) called need for cogni-
tion; it is accompanied by an increased moti-
vation to obtain additional information about
the intentions of the partner (Oswald, 1997) as
well as to process the information about the
partier intensively, i. e. to focus on the content
of the information rather than on its face val-
ue. In this sense, distrust not only increases the
chances of detecting a possible abuse of trust
but also requires of the individual concerned a
higher level of cognitive information process-
ing capacity.

This elaboration raises the question of how
people deal with trust/distrust in highly com-
plex situations. In such situations, distrust could
rapidly prove to be a problem since the addi-
tional information processing required ight
threaten capacity to cope with the situation.
Should we therefore expect that people will be
inclined to renounce distrust in complex situa-
tions? In this context, Luhmann (1973} talks not
only about renouncing distrust but also about a
need for trust since trust may reduce the per-
ceived complexity of the situation, Certainly,
this is a daring hypothesis because it postulates
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that the readiness to trust increases precisely as
a result of high situational complexity. In cer-
tain respects this hypothesis resembles the idea
in lay psychology that particularly in difficult
and complex situations people are inclined
to believe the prophets of simple solutions.
Although there might exist a specific connec-
tion between complexity of the situation and
readiness to trust the person who offers a solu-
tion, acceptablity of the solution offered and
trust in the person offering it should not be con-
founded. Kee & Knox (1970) have previously
pointed to the important differentiation between
actions of trust on one hand, and attitudes of
trust on the other. Thus, they criticized Deutsch
(1958) who equated an attitude of trust with co-
operative action in the PDG (prisoner's dilem-
ma game) in which participants maximize their
joint payoff at the risk of being exploited. A co-
operative action may rise from other consider-
ations than trust, such as for example norma-
tive elaborations, or pure utility. Thus, it could
readily be anticipated fhat increasing the com-
plexity of the task would increase the likelihood
of accepting a suggested solution, especially if
the solution appears simple, but that people will
rerain their attitude of distrust towards the
soutce. Therefore, we need to test whether in-
creasing complexity results in a more trusting
attitude and not just greater readiness to accept
the solution offered. Additionally it is impor-
tant to determine whether any effect of in-
creasing complexity upon acceptance and trust
is greater if a less elaborated solution is offered.
We predicted that in a problem situation
which could not easily be escaped, both readi-
ness to accept offered solutions and attitude of
trust towards the person offering these solutions
would increase with increasing complexity in
the situation. Moreover, we anticipated that the
effect of such complexity on both trust and ac-
ceptability of the solution would be greater
when a less elaborated solution was offered.

Method

Testing these assumptions requires an experi-
mental setup in which (1) the subject is inter-
ested in solving the problerm, (2) trust in the in-
tentions of the partner is important, and (3) the

complexity of the situation may be varied with-
out changing the essence of the problem to be
solved,

The experimental setup chosen is of particu-
lar relevance for the new provinces of the Fed-
eral Republic of Germany: A small communi-
ty wants to sell an estate for commercial use to
an investor. Subjects take the role of the may-
or who is responsible for evaluating the poten-
tial investor and for making a recommentation
to the city council regarding acceptance or re-
jection of the investment project. To execute
this task subjects are also given the option of
calling in a consultant.

The experimental design was a 3 (degree of
complexity of the problem situation) X 2 (de-
gree of elaboratedness of the solution offered)
between-subjects design. 93 studenis at the
Technische Universitit Chemnitz-Zwickau par-
ticipated in the experiment. They were all be-
ginners in a course leading to a masters degree
with psychology as a minor. (Subjects were
18-21 years old, average 19.6 years, Most orig-
inated from Saxonia, a new province in the
Eastern part of Germany. Females formed 65%
of the total.)

The situation in the community “Helmers-
griin”, and the task of the mayor whose role
they had to take was presented to them by
means of a video tape. It was stressed that the
community was located in a barely developed
area in the South East of the new provinces of
Germany, that it had invested money in the de-
velopment of three hectares for industrial use,
and that it was Iooking for an appropriate in-
vestor. Moreover, it was emphasised that the re-
ality is that mayors of small communities have
to decide on the sale of industrial estates
essentially without being experts in this field;
i. e. they are in the same position as the ex-
perimental subject.

After watching the video tape, subjects read
a letter from a potential investor addressed to
the mayor, a leaflet on the investor's company,
and a description of his investment project in
“Helmersgriin”. To make the scenario as repre-
sentative as possible of conditions in the new
Bastern provinces of Germany following re-
unification, the investor, Mr. Osterfeld, was
presented as originating in the Western
provinces of the Federal Republic of Germany.
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He was a manufacturer of men's and women's
clothing, and wanted to extend his production
to so-called outsizes of high quality.

Complexity of the task situation

After subjects had watched the video tape, and
read the investor's letter, they were reminded
that their task was to make a recommendation
to the city council about acceptance or rejection
of the investment project. However, before they
had the opportunity to gather any further infor-
mation on the potential irvestor and his project,
the complexity of the task situation was manip-
ulated. This was achieved by varying the num-
ber and interrelations of variables characterizing
the situation (cf. Hussy, 1984). The respective
variables did not refer to the investor and his
project but rather to factors which have to be
considered in any decision on selling industrial
real estate. In this way, it was ensured that vari-
ation in the complexity of the situation did not
contain any hint concerning the possible success
of the specific investment project or the integri-
ty and/or solvency of the investor “Osterfeld”.

At all levels of complexity, the relations be-
tween variables to be considered in a decision
on an investment were presented to the subject
by means of an overhad projector, and ex-
plained by the experimenter. In the low com-
plexity condition, subjects were shown a flow
chart indicating only basic advantages and dis-
advantages bringing in an investor. Thus, it
would prove positive for (1) local employment
and (2) the community's tax revenue. On the
other hand, granting financial support is a gov-
ernment means to stimulate market prospects
in less developed regions. In general, such sup-
port is restricted to a limited time period and is
given as a supplement to investments, as a low
interest loan, or as a tax reduction. Thus, (3)
governmental financial supports available for
development would be exhausted, which (4)
would increase the risk that the investor might
leave the community after taking advantage of
the support, or (5) go bankrupt. Since such an
outcome would be disadvantageous for the
COInMUuRity, its interests would lie in finding an
investor who will settle in Helmersgriin for a
longer period, and do so successfully,
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In the medium complexity condition, subjects
were also shown a flow chart indicating the ad-
vantages and disadvantages involved in settling
upon a particular investor. However, there were
significantly more variables and more mutual
interrelations displayed than at the level of low
complexity. Whereas in the low complexity
condition onlty five variables were mentioned,
at this level there were 24 variables, e. g., the
tax income of the community, re-education of
the seamstresses formerly employed by other
firms, bringing in supplier firms, attractiveness
of the community, exploitation of government
support, discretionary power of the communi-
ty to control the area of the estate, increases in
traffic, etc. Of the possible interrelations be-
tween these variables, however, only the 33
most important ones were displayed.

Subjects in the high complexity condition
were presenied the same flow chart as in the
medium complexity condition, rather than pre-
senting a still more complex flow chart, But
subjects received an additional hint that among
the preliminary considerations to be made was
the kind of industry that it would be appropri-
ate to bring in to Helmersgriin, given the char-
acteristics of the community of the place. Draw-
ing on a paper about different types of indus-
try and their respective location requirements,
subjects were informed about how to read from
a table the geographical characteristics that are
typical for six different kinds of industrial
plants, such as distance from living quarters,
from garbage disposal areas, inclination of the
site, maximum load on the soil, etc. They were
instructed to consider what kinds of industry
would be appropriate for Helmersgriin given
the local conditions.

A pilot study on three groups of 10 students
confirmed that the high complexity condition
was indeed perceived as significantly more
complex than the medium complexity condi~
tton, and that this in turn was perceived as more
complex than the low complexity condition
(rated on a seven point scale from 1 = very low
to 7 = very high. The respective means and
standard deviations were: Low complexity: M
= 3.6, 8D = 1.08; medium complexity: M =4.7,
SD = 0.95; high complexity: M = 6.1, SD =
0.99.) The background information that the lo-
cal conditions in Helmersgriin fitted the re-




quirements of the project planned by Osterfeld,
were held constant over all levels of complex-
ity, and were relayed to subject at the end of
the presentation of the complexity condition.
After this preliminary induction of the vari-
ation of degree of complexity, subjects were re-
quired to gather information about the organi-
zation of the investor's company, e. g. its cred-
itworthiness, or the prospects of success of its
new collection of products. To make the task
easier for the mayor, they had the option of hir-
ing a consultant who was already in contact
with the community. This consultant might sup-
port the mayor in deciding upon what infor-
mation to ask for, how to evaluate the individ-
ual pieces of information, and how to summa-
rize them in order to make a recommendation
to the city council with respect to the investor's
proposal. Subjects were offered a guideline is-
sued by the consultant. In this guideline the
consultant snggested a solution as to how to
evaluate the appropriateness of a given investor.

Elaborateness of the solution suggested

The solution offered at the level of low elabo-
ratness had an extremely simple structure. The
consultant was of the opinion that, in evaluat-
ing the investor, only one central variable was
relevant. In the current case, this was the vari-
able “sales potential of the products planned”.
According to the consultant, if the sales poten-
tial was good, then there was a guarantee of
turnover, and also a guarantee that the bank
would be ready to grant credits for investments.
All other considerations were of minor impor-
tance.

At the level of appropriare elaboratedness,
however, the consultant proposed a specified
guideline in which several factors were con-
sidered important. Thus, the financial sitaation
of the investor, the sales potential of the new
product, the organizational structure of the
company, and the technical level of the pro-
duction facility had to be considered. The con-
sultant emphasized that it was difficult but in
principle feasible to obtain information on these
factors, and to weigh them against each other.
This effort, however, would be necessary to
reach a competent decision.

Both consultants’ solutions were of equal
length, and were evaluated by five graduate stu-
dents of business administration with respect to
their appropriateness. The criteria used in the
solution with an appropriate elaboratedness
(medium complexity) were unanimously
judged as very appropriate, the solution with a
low elaboratedness as much too simplified.

Dependent variables

To measure the acceptability of the consultants’
solution, a scale of eight bipolar attributes was
constructed to represent qualitative aspects of
the solution such as “appropriate/inappropri-
ate”, “convincing/unconvincing” or “positive/
negative” as well as utility aspects such as “fa-
cilitating/aggravating” or “useful/useless”. The
attributes were presented in the form of a se-
mantic differential with items on seven-point
scales, ranging from -3 to +3. Inter-item cor-
relations were in the range .32 to .74. The cor-
rected item total correlations for theses vari-
ables ranged from .53 to .80 with a Cronbach's
« of .89,

The attitude of trust toward the consultant
could not be measured by means of an estab-
lished scale. Most scales, such as the well-
known interpersonal trust scale by Rotter
(1967), measure trust as a personality dimen-
sion (cf. Krampen, 1987), and those few scales
which measure trust toward an actual person
(cf. Buck & Bierhoff, 1986) were not applic-
able in our case. A scale of ten items all re-
ferring to that concept of trust as defined above
was constructed. Among its items were “frank-
ness”, “honesty”, “respectability” and “relia-
bility” which were rated on seven-point bipo-
lar scales, ranging from -3 to +3. For the oth-
er items, like “persistence in spite of unex-
pected difficulties”, “keeping promises” and
“personal commitment for success”, subjects
were asked to confirm or disconfirm state-
ments on five-point rating scales, which were
later transformed into a seven point scale,
ranging from -3 to +3. All the items correlat-
ed with each other between .41 to .78, The cor-
rected item total correlations for theses vari-
ables varied from .59 to .81 with a Cronbach's
a of .90,
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Additional dependent variables, rated on sev-
en point scales, were how competent, and how
pleasant the consultant was rated and how sure
the subjects were as to whether they would hire
him, and what recommendation the mayor
{(subject) would give to the city council with re-
spect to the investor's proposal. The latter vari-
able was measured on a scale of six points from
“under any circumstances” to “by no means”.

Results
Acceptability of the solution

The means of the scale “acceptability of the so-
lution” support the hypothesis that the general
acceptability of a suggested solution changes
with increasing complexity of the problem: ac-
ceptability increases as complexity increases
(cf. Table 1). This shows as a main effect on
means of the total scale (Fag7 = 3.918; p < .03)
as well as for most individual items. Thus, with
increasing complexity, the solution offered by
the consultant is judged as more helpful, more
appropriate, more positive, more useful, and
more successful (minimal F of these items: Faz.g7
=2.345, p < .05)

The interaction hypothesis that with increas-
ing complexity of the task situation the accept-
ability of a simple solution increases more than
the acceptability of an elaborate one, could not
be confirmed (Fas7 = .560, p = .573).

A main effect of the “claborateness of the sug-
gested solution” was not expected in the hy-
potheses, and did not occur in the data (Fig7 =
2.444; p = .122). An analysis of the individual
items forming the scale “acceptability of the so-

Table 1: Acceptability of the consuftants’ solution

lution” did, however, demonstrate, that the sim-
ple solution was at least perceived as less appro-
priate and less convincing than the elaborate one
(minimal F of these items: Fi.57 = 4.069; p < .03).

Trust in the consultant

The ten items on “trust” could be summarized
as a scale with adequate reliability, as men-
tioned above. The means on the total scale “at-
titude of trust” confirm the assumption (cf,
Table 2) that the degree of trust in the consul-
tant significantly increased with the complexi-
ty of the task situation (main effect, Fag =
3.489; p = <.04). A separate analysis of indi-
vidual items demonstrates that this effect was
mainly based on the items “sense of responsi-
bility”, “persistence in spite of unexpected dif-
ficulties”, “reliability”, and “personal commit-
ment for success” (minimal F of these items:
Fag7 = 3.550; p < .04).

As expected, the elaborateness of the con-
sultant’s solution did not generally influence
the attitude of trust of the subject toward the
consultant (main effect, Fyg7 = 1.949; p = .166).
Only two individual items show a significant
effect. Thus, a consultant who suggested a more
specific solution was judged significantly more
respectable and responsible than a consultant
offering a simple solution (minimal F of these
items: Fr.g7 = 6.033; p < .02).

The hypothesised interaction that, with in-

creasing complexity of the situation, trust in a
consultant offering a simple solution should in-
crease more than in one offering a more elab-
orate solution, could not be confirmed (Fag; =
8L p = .448).

Tuble 2: Trust in the consultant

Elaborateness of the solution
low appropriate

Elaborateness of the solution
low appropriate

M 0.75 1.3t
low (8D} (1.07) (1.16)
N 15 16
Complexity M 1.07 1.23
of the medium {SD) (1.27) (1.10)
situation N 15 16
i M 1.58 1.67
high (SD) (0.91) (0.96)
N 16 15

M 1.40 1.84
fow (SD) (0.50) (1.02)
N 15 16
Complexity M 1,95 1.95
of the medinm  (SD) (0.78) (0.76)
situation N 15 16
M 2.01 2.21
high (SD) (0.76) (0.96)
N 16 15
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Additional dependent variables

Increasing complexity not only increased the
attitude of trust toward the consultant but also
the competence attributed to him (Fa.g7 = 4.028;
p < .03). Although it is theoretically appropri-
ate to differentiate hetween the competence at-
tributed on one hand (labelled 'competence
trust’ by Oswald, 1994), and trust in a partner's
intention on the other, a relatively close rela-
tion between these variables (r = .67) occured.
This result might reflect to a naive attitude of
not distinguishing between intention trust and
competence trust (Borg & Braun, 1995).

With increasing complexity, the general
readiness to hire the actual consultant also in-
creased (Fzg7 = 3.417; p < .04), but not the per-
ceived pleasantness of the consultant (Fag; =
1.050; p = .354).

Finally, the recommendation given by the
mayor at the end of the session was the more
positive the higher the complexity of the task
situation (Fzg7 = 3.969; p < .03). This effect is
surprising, because, even assuming that the in-
creasing trust in the consultant and the in-
creasing acceptability of the solution offered by
him is rationally founded, these conditions do
not provide any prediction as to whether the in-
vestment project has to be judged positively or
not.

Discussion

What happens if people have to solve problems
in a context which they experience as being in-
creasingly complex? Until now, studies have
been conducted mainly from the perspective of
cognitive psychology and have focussed upon
the strategies or heuristics applied and upon the
nature of the errors that typically occur in com-
plex situations (cf. Mayer, 1983; Dérner, 1989).
In the present study, however, the emphasis is
on the question of how increasing complexity
of the situation changes the evaluation of more
or less specific solutions offered, and how it
changes the attitude of trust toward the person
offering the solution. The experimental para-
digm was a situation in which the mayor of a
small community had to decide whether an in-
dustrial site in a small community should be

sold to a given investor. To accomplish this
task, he or she could call in a consultant.

Resuits indicate that the complexity of the
sitvation influences the acceptability of even in-
appropriately simple solutions as well as the
degree of trust in the intentions and competence
of the consultant. This Ieads vs to assume that
people become more credulous with increasing
complexity of the situation. Specifically they
become more inchined to believe a consultant
who offers a solution for accomplishing the
task, and this additionally seduces them into a
more positive position toward the investor and
the sale of the industrial site.

This credulousness, however, seems not to
go so far that the increase in acceptability and
trust is even greater when a less elaborate so-
lution is offered. On the global measure, ac-
ceptability for the inappropriately simple solu-
tion in highly complex situations is at least as
high as the acceptability of a more elaborate so-
Iution offered in a less complex situation. The
degree of trust in the consultant shows an anal-
ogous tendency.

How are we to interpret these results? The
results are compatible with the initial hypothe-
sis that an increase in the complexity of the sit-
uation increases the tendency of the person to
cope with this complexity by trusting com-
pletely both the intentions and the competence
of a consultant. This is also supported by the
increasing readiness to hire the consultant as
problermn complexity increases. An interesting
next step would be to learn more about the cog-
nitive and emotional processes underlying these
responses. Thus, it is possible that an increase
in complexity results in a decrease of self-con-
fidence, i. e., a decrease in perceived control,
From an attribution-theoretical point of view,
this could increase subjective dependency on
the consultant, and together with this, the pos-
itive evaination of; his or her person (cf. Knight
& Vallacher, 1981). However, this attribution
process does not necessarily explain why the
solution, even an inappropriately simple one, is
also judged more positively. It is possible that
a shift in perception of one's own control in a
negative direction reduces the intensity of in-
formation processing, for example, because the
person considers the task insoluble (¢f. Bohn-
er, Rank, Reinhard, Einwiller & Erb, 1996). A
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less intensive elaboration of the consultant's so-
lution could thus have the result that the per-
son does not immediately notice the inappro-
priateness of the simple solution. However, this
would at most explain why acceptance of an in-
appropriately simple solution increases with in-
creasing complexity. A reduced elaboration of
the appropriate solution should keep the rate of
acceptance at the same level or should even
lower this level. The cognitive and emotional
processes involved in the changes of accept-
ability and trust are still in need of closer in-
vestigation,
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