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the means by which trust decisions are made
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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to present a novel conceptuali-
sation of an intuitive, primitive form of trust termed proto-
trust. This concept is proposed in order to account for the
many different senses, types and domains in which trust has
traditionally been defined and theorised. A brief review of the
literature on affective and intuitive trust is presented, inform-
ing the definition and formalisation of proto-trust. Following
this, a preliminary empirical investigation of proto-trust is de-
scribed, where intuitive trust assessments are compared to an-
alytical trust decisions, under various attribution prompts. Re-
sults showed effects of attribution prompts on changes to trust
assessments from intuitive to deliberative decisions. In addi-
tion, qualitative data are presented for the various reasons par-
ticipants gave for their trust decisions. One of these reasons
(emotional reaction) was found to affect the degree of differ-
ence between intuitive and deliberative trust assessments.
Keywords: Trust, Intuition, Affect, Dual Process.

Introduction
Trust is a concept that has been infamously difficult to de-
fine (McKnight & Chervany, 2001; Shapiro, 1987; PytlikZil-
lig & Kimbrough, 2016), with definitions ranging from trust
as belief (Hardin, 2002), disposition (Ben-Ner & Halldors-
son, 2010), behaviour (Castelfranchi & Falcone, 2010), and
even as a cognitive bias (Yamagishi & Yamagishi, 1994).
Adding to this difficulty is the tendency for definitions to be
developed independently in vastly different contexts. For in-
stance, trust has been researched in the context of interactions
with friends (Falcone & Castelfranchi, 2001), colleagues
(Tan & Lim, 2009), romantic partners (Rempel, Holmes, &
Zanna, 1985; Campbell & Stanton, 2019), governments (Levi
& Stoker, 2000), institutions (La Porta, Lopez-de Silanes,
Shleifer, & Vishny, 1997; Wesson, Lucey, & Cooper, 2019),
organisations (Amaral, Sales, Guizzardi, & Porello, 2019),
information (Sbaffi & Rowley, 2017), media (Kiousis, 2001;
Turcotte, York, Irving, Scholl, & Pingree, 2015), and technol-
ogy (Mcknight, Carter, Thatcher, & Clay, 2011; De Visser,
Pak, & Shaw, 2018), to name a few. Additional subtleties
in the conceptual differences between different types of trust
(e.g., reliability vs. benevolence) and even forms of trust
(e.g., lack of trust vs. mistrust vs. distrust) have further con-
founded the process of defining the concept more broadly.

Whilst the conscious deliberation of these (sometimes con-
flicting) types of trust may involve different processes and
information, the implicit feeling of trust experienced is intu-
itively the same. In other words, in all forms of trust, an in-

dividual becomes aware of signals in the environment which
lead them to the conclusion that a person or entity may, or
may not, be trusted, e.g., to perform a certain task well (com-
petence), or is not entirely truthful (honesty), or does not have
good intentions (benevolence). The same intuition or feeling
can be felt in situations where trust is applied to non-human
aspects of an experience, such as in information contained
within a news article (credibility), or the number or errors
produced by an automated system (reliability). In the follow-
ing, we argue that this pre-conscious “alert mechanism” un-
derpins all senses or types of trust, but where the separation of
these senses arise out of a secondary attribution process. This
underlying, pre-conscious mechanism will be termed proto-
trust, where ‘proto’ alludes to the ‘first’ or ‘earliest form’
senses of this term. Proto-trust is theorised to be based on
connections between trust and affective/intuitive thinking.

This paper will be organised as follows. First, extant theo-
ries of intuitive and emotional trust will be introduced, along
with an explanation of how these forms of trust may provide
a more common platform from which divergent types of con-
scious, deliberative trust can arise. Following this, an initial
attempt at developing and testing the new theory of proto-
trust will be presented.

Background
Trust as Intuition
Trust as a rational process of expectation and judgement
of subjective probabilities has been well researched. How-
ever, non-rational, intuitive forms of trust are often neglected
(Stoltz & Lizardo, 2018). This is, perhaps, surprising given
the relatively primitive nature of trust as an evolutionarily
adaptive function compared to later developed higher-order
rational thinking. A clear illustration of this is in the rela-
tive speed with which humans can make judgements about
the trustworthiness of other humans based on facial informa-
tion - as fast as just 33ms after exposure to a face (Todorov,
Pakrashi, & Oosterhof, 2009).

Automatic trust appraisals of faces Social judgements
based on facial features have a long history in psychologi-
cal literature. Trustworthiness has been identified as a key
dimension upon which many other social impressions can be
based. Oosterhof and Todorov (2008) conducted a compre-
hensive analysis of a range of trait judgements about facial
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features (e.g., confidence, intelligence, attractiveness, etc.),
finding that two dimensions were sufficient to explain the
variance across all of these traits. These two dimensions were
those represented by judgements of valance and dominance.
The first factor was later changed from valence to trustworthi-
ness based on high correlations between the trustworthiness
trait and the “valence” dimension 1. Judgements of trustwor-
thiness have been shown to be made implicitly outside con-
scious control (Engell, Haxby, & Todorov, 2007; Swe et al.,
2020). Judgements of trustworthiness from faces are an im-
portant adaptation for survival (Hou & Liu, 2019), and inform
important behaviours such as decisions to approach or avoid a
person who may represent a potential threat (Slepian, Young,
& Harmon-Jones, 2017).

In studies of perceived trustworthiness of faces, contrary to
most survey-based trust measures (e.g., Rempel et al. (1985)),
trustworthiness is generally assessed using a single question
about the degree to which someone trusts a photographed
person or computer-generated face. Simple binary yes/no
questions are often used (e.g., “Is this person trustworthy?”)
(Todorov et al., 2009; Castle et al., 2012; Günaydin, Zayas,
Selcuk, & Hazan, 2012), as well as Likert scales with rat-
ings associated with high trustworthiness to low trustworthi-
ness (Sutherland, Young, & Rhodes, 2017; Todorov, Baron,
& Oosterhof, 2008). The question “How trustworthy [is this
person/does this person look]?” has also been used by Little,
Roberts, Jones, and DeBruine (2012), Tingley (2014), Alrajih
and Ward (2014), Oh, Dotsch, Porter, and Todorov (2019),
and Lambert, Declerck, and Boone (2014).

By asking a general question of trust, rather than a series
of questions specific to various types, senses and scenarios
where trust might be assessed, the experimenters are allow-
ing participants to interpret trust in a way that is most natural
to them. In fact, these studies generally ask participants to
answer based on their “gut feeling”. A general decision of
trust based on intuitive first impressions can be seen as repre-
senting a holistic culmination of all possible senses of trust.
For instance, a general trust decision may arise from a holistic
inference of how a person might behave in a range of future
circumstances, thus adaptively priming a decision maker to
respond with according caution. This general, holistic trust
accords with the concept of proto-trust proposed later in this
paper.

Intuitive trust as a disposition Another compelling reason
to include intuition in theories of trust is related to the fact
that trust often occurs without rational cause. For instance,
what rational thought process could reasonably lead a young
child to trust their mother? Or an oft betrayed friend to con-
tinue to trust the person responsible for their betrayal? Or
indeed a person to keep believing that a piece of technology
will reliably meet expectations despite many signs that it will
not? This “faith” style concept of trust has appeared in vari-
ous places in the literature, and has been given various terms

1This highlights the strong links between intuitive thinking, va-
lence (emotion) and trust

such as faith in humanity (McKnight & Chervany, 2000), de-
fault trust (A. M. Evans, Dillon, Goldin, & Krueger, 2011), or
generalised trust (Uslaner, 2002). These theories tend to de-
scribe it as a dispositional trust toward strangers which is said
to facilitate societal interaction. Although these types of trust
are often contrasted with deliberative, rational forms of trust
(Freitag & Traunmüller, 2009), they still lack a clear expla-
nation of true intuition-driven trust, particularly as it presents
in situations outside interpersonal interactions.

Broader views of intuitive trust Perhaps the closest to pro-
viding a broader picture of the type of fast, intuitive trust
exemplified in face literature are theories of trust that draw
from dual process models of cognition. Dual process mod-
els arose in a trend in behavioural economics and (to a lesser
extent) psychology, which has seen cognition split into two
distinct processing styles: one fast and intuitive (System 1)
and one slow and deliberate (System 2) (J. Evans, 2010; Kah-
neman, 2003). One example is Hermes, Behne, and Rakoczy
(2018)’s use of a dual process perspective to explain early
learning behaviours that require irrational trust in young chil-
dren. Another is Stoltz and Lizardo (2018)’s dual process the-
ory of trust, where a distinction is drawn between two types
of trust appraisals which lead to reliance of a trustor on a
trustee: intuitive and deliberative. These follow the general
dual process accounts of reasoning, describing deliberative
trust as involving conscious, rational decision-making based
on expectations of risk and management of informational un-
certainty (covered by the majority of extant trust literature),
and intuitive trust as embodied, unconscious and reflexive,
involving associative learning and proprioception of internal
physiological and affective states. Stoltz and Lizardo (2018)
refer to intuitive trust as being ever-present, even when delib-
erative trust is not. As they put it, “Even when certain entities
in a situation invite our effortful scrutiny, our decision to de-
liberately trust will always incorporate and rest upon further
entities, a diffuse social penumbra, which we will take on
faith” (Stoltz & Lizardo, 2018, p. 244).

In everyday language, intuitions tend to share common
language with affect (emotion). We tend to describe intu-
itions as something we “feel”, for example, when describing
that something “feels right” or when we might have a “funny
feeling” about something. Castelfranchi (1999) describes the
emotional aspect of intuitive trust as “a spontaneous, non rea-
sonable or reasoned upon (non-rational) reliance, and a feel-
ing of confidence in a given environment or in a person” (p.
86). This type of “feeling” or sensing of intuitive trust will
help inform the basis for the theory presented in this paper.

Trust and Affect

Literature dealing with affect and trust tend to deal with the
connection in one of two ways: a) affective trust as a type
of trust distinct from “cognitive” trust, and b) the correlation
between internal and external affective states and trust. The
former tends to define affective trust in terms of a relational
trust between people, rather than specifically drawing on the
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more general emotional content of trust appraisals. The lat-
ter represents evidence that internal emotional states impact
propensity to trust (e.g., the effect of emotional valance on
trust (J. R. Dunn & Schweitzer, 2005)), and that external
emotional states (e.g., emotions displayed by others via fa-
cial expressions) often overlap with impressions of others’
trustworthiness (Todorov, 2008).

Theories of affective trust Despite early attempts by influ-
ential trust researchers to integrate a more general emotional
component into theories of trust (e.g., Lewis and Weigert
(1985)), subsequent research has tended to focus on emo-
tional features of interpersonal relationships when defining
and investigating affect-based trust. This type of trust is of-
ten seen as involving mutual care and concern (McAllister,
1995), involving antecedents of shared values, long-term con-
tact and open sharing of personal information (Chowdhury,
2005). This conceptualisation of affective trust has been
used in studies in managerial trust (Chua, Ingram, & Mor-
ris, 2008), knowledge sharing (Chowdhury, 2005), team dy-
namics (Webber, 2008), e-commerce (Punyatoya, 2019), and
human-robot interaction (Gompei & Umemuro, 2018).

A somewhat broader conceptualisation of affective trust is
offered by Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010), who describe
the role of emotion in trust as being an “activator” of trust-
related goals. They view the affective form of trust as a “feel-
ing, an affective response arousing from a given more or less
explicit perception and appraisal of the world” (Castelfranchi
& Falcone, 2010, p.141), which then serves to activate the
goals relevant to trust behaviours. In a similar way to Stoltz
and Lizardo (2018)’s theory of intuitive trust, this view adopts
a dual process perspective. However, the nature of the inter-
action between affective and intuitive trust and deliberative
trust has not yet been adequately addressed. The primary
source of interaction between these forms of trust proposed
in this paper is via an attribution process.

Attribution Conscious attributions are an important aspect
of the experience of emotion. In appraisal-based theories of
emotion, cognitive processing of the source and meaning of
an emotionally arousing event is vital to the experience of
emotion (Ellsworth & Scherer, 2003). This necessarily re-
quires some attribution of a state to a particular stimulus. In
another prominent theory of emotion, the Two-Factor The-
ory, attribution is explicitly outlined as necessary for physi-
ological arousal to become an emotional state (Schachter &
Singer, 1962; Shaked & Clore, 2017). Attribution and simi-
lar concepts of causal appraisals are integral to many theories
of emotion. When an emotion is felt, it is almost always at-
tributed to some event or entity in one’s environment which
is presumed to have lead to such a state.

In addition, the attribution process provides another link
between emotion and intuition. B. D. Dunn et al. (2010)
found that interoception ability (the extent to which people
can perceive internal bodily functions such as heart rate) af-
fects the capacity for intuitive reasoning, and that this effect

is mediated by the emotion-based attributions made regard-
ing what is perceived interoceptively. Considering affective
and intuitive trust, it is easy to imagine situations in which
one “feels” a sense of distrust, and subsequently attributes
this feeling to a person or element in their immediate envi-
ronment (even if this person or element was not the cause
of their intuitive sense of distrust). An example of trust-
based attributions in the literature is in the effect that attribut-
ing blame/distrust in AI-mediated conversations has on trust
(Hohenstein & Jung, 2020).

Proto-trust
The benefit of further developing intuitive trust as a theory is
in providing a common framework from which trust as a gen-
eral concept can be described. A recent theory has made first
attempts to do this by describing trust in terms of a funda-
mental predictive mechanism (Fell, Gibson, Bruza, & Hoyte,
2020). This theory, termed the Cognitive Predicting Theory
of Trust (CPTT), posits that individuals have certain expecta-
tions about the world based on values and standards. These
might be general, such as ethical or moral standards, or spe-
cific, such as the expectation that a person will perform a cer-
tain action or that a chair will not collapse upon being sat on.
Based on these expectations, as well as expectations about the
surrounding context, CPTT proposes that humans make im-
plicit and continuous predictions about the environment with
which they interact. The process of prediction is increasingly
recognised as a vital part of cognition, with some theories
proposing that prediction is one of the central functions gov-
erning cognition (Hohwy, 2013; Huang & Rao, 2011; Clark,
2015; Friston & Kiebel, 2009).

The reliability of predictions made via interactions with an
environment can be seen as what an individual experiences
as trust. When predictions produce error, trust is affected
and has an increased chance of being brought to conscious
awareness. If a person recognises (or attributes) these errors
as stemming from the actions of a particular element of their
environment, for example, a person or entity, their explicit
trust in that person or entity is changed. Explicit, or delib-
erative trust, which is mostly assumed to be a conscious, ra-
tional process (McAllister, 1995; Falcone & Castelfranchi,
2001), can be described as a process of reducing prediction
errors towards the goal of maximising utility (although, a
prediction-based view of trust also allows for situations where
outcomes other than the maximisation of utility are pursued
by a trustor). Thus, active search for evidence to inform a
rational agent’s decision whether or not to trust (i.e., engag-
ing in a causal attribution process) is captured in the aim to
reduce errors in prediction.

Importantly, CPTT also accounts for affective and intuitive
trust. In fact, predictive coding (one of the theories upon
which CPTT was built) has been applied to affective states
by considering the perception of emotion as arising through
a process of interoception (internal sensing of body states)
(Critchley & Garfinkel, 2017). Thus, assessing one’s own
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implicit affect-driven trust can be considered as a perception
driven by the same predictive mechanisms as are involved in
deliberative trust.

Whilst Fell et al. (2020) provide a general view of trust
in terms of prediction, they do not focus on the elements of
intuitive or deliberative trust. Proto-trust is proposed as an
extension of CPTT specifically dealing with the initial intu-
itive perception of predictive errors and the attribution pro-
cess that brings trust into the realm of conscious, deliberative
cognition.

Definition of Proto-trust
Proto-trust is thus defined as an intuitive, predictive appraisal
of the degree to which one’s immediate environment accords
with implicit standards of safety and security, actioned via a
predictive mechanism and perceived via emotional affect.

Proto-trust can project to deliberative trust decisions, atti-
tudes and behaviours via an attribution process, whereby the
affective experience of proto-trust is consciously attributed to
particular elements within one’s environment, e.g., a person
or entity with whom one perceives the need to trust/not trust.

Examining Proto-trust
Proto-trust, like many experiential and intuitive concepts, is
by its very nature difficult to study directly. In order to em-
pirically evaluate proto-trust, therefore, one must turn to its
signals. One such signature, included as part of the theory, is
the effect of attribution. Just as raw emotion can be studied
through various appraisal and attribution processes, it would
follow that so too can proto-trust.

A fundamental feature of proto-trust is its holistic nature.
This primitive modality of trust is proposed to draw more
on associations than rule-based reasoning (Stoltz & Lizardo,
2018). It makes sense, then, for the first investigation into
this type of trust to be focused on trust in faces. Faces are
known to be processed holistically, and intuitive trust judge-
ments of faces have been found to occur extremely rapidly,
making face stimuli good candidates for studying this primi-
tive form of trust.

Imagine that, whilst viewing a face, an individual’s gen-
eral sense of trust, conveyed via a feeling, is closer to trust
than distrust. Suppose, then, that this person was prompted
by some situational need to decide on the trustworthiness of
the face in their visual field. The theory of proto-trust would
predict that the person’s general intuitive trust (based on the
whole of their surroundings) influences their decision about
the trustworthiness of a particular element of their environ-
ment (the face) by means of attribution. They attribute their
general feeling of trust to the object about which they must
make a trust decision. Likewise, if further need arises to at-
tribute that trust to any part or feature of the face (e.g., kind
eyes, smiling mouth, etc.), their initial assessment would also
inform this.

One consequence of this process may be that mis-
attribution occurs, where, for example, a particularly untrust-
worthy face is mis-attributed to be trustworthy due to a per-

son’s general high trust state. However, mis-attribution will
not be the focus of this study. Instead, this study will fo-
cus on a possible amplification effect, whereby the act of
reasoning and attributing one’s feeling of trust/distrust may
strengthen one’s confidence in that feeling and thus result in
an amplification of an intuitive trust assessment when con-
verted to an attributed decision. This type of effect has been
found in studies investigating the effect of certain emotional
appraisals on moral judgements (Horberg, Oveis, & Keltner,
2011), as well as general emotional states reinforced by at-
tention and appraisal mechanisms (Lowe, Herrera, Morse, &
Ziemke, 2007).

In light of the preceding, two research questions will be
addressed in this paper: 1) What is the nature of attributions
of trust in faces, and 2) how do attributions alter trust in faces.
Whilst the first question is largely exploratory, the hypothesis
for the second question is as follows: proto-trust assessments
of faces will be amplified when individuals are prompted to
attribute reasons for their trust assessments.

Methodology
Participants Participants consisted of 270 members of the
crowdsourcing platform Prolific, 148 of which identified as
female, 120 male, and 2 who identified as non-binary/third
gender. Participants were over 18 years, with a mean age of
27, and participated from a variety of countries. Remunera-
tion was in the form of a small payment (£0.5), as per Prolific
convention, and an informed consent page was presented to
participants prior to commencement.

Materials Stimuli consisted of three computer generated
faces adapted from Oosterhof and Todorov (2008). These
faces were modified by Oosterhof and Todorov (2008) to vary
on perceived trustworthiness, and the three faces used de-
picted high trustworthiness, low trustworthiness and neutral
trustworthiness (see Fig. 1). Participants were asked a set
of questions pertaining to their intuitive and deliberative trust
judgements of the face shown to them (one per condition),
their reasons for their trust decision, as well as demographic
data.

The intuitive trust question asked “Whilst viewing the face,
indicate on the below scale the level of trust you felt.”, and
provided a scale from 0 (lowest trust) to 100 (highest trust).
This question was similar to standard questions used in pre-
vious face literature, however, was adapted to provide a more
general picture of participants’ overall sense of trust, as pro-
posed by the proto-trust theory. The deliberative trust ques-
tion asked “Thinking carefully, rate again the level of trust
you feel when viewing the face.”, again with a scale from 0
(lowest trust) to 100 (highest trust). This was again adapted
from standard trust questions in face literature, but this time
was adjusted to prompt participants to consider their answer
more carefully. Finally, the reason-attribution question con-
sisted of three versions: trustworthy prompt, untrustworthy
prompt and neutral prompt. The question asked for the neu-
tral prompt condition was “For the next 45 seconds, please
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Figure 1: Three face conditions displayed to participants

write reasons why you believe this face appears trustwor-
thy/untrustworthy (whichever you decided in your previous
answer). Write as many reasons as you can.”. For the trust-
worthy prompt and untrustworthy prompt conditions, the ital-
icised text was replaced by trustworthy and untrustworthy,
respectively.

Procedure The mixed design involved two within sub-
jects conditions across nine between subjects conditions.
Within subjects conditions consisted of the two trust mea-
sures (proto- and deliberative). The between subjects con-
ditions were represented by a 3 x 3 design, with 3 image con-
ditions (high trustworthy face, neutral trustworthy face and
low trustworthy face) across the three attribution conditions
(trustworthy, neutral, untrustworthy).

Participants begun by reading the informed consent sheet,
agreeing to participate and reading instructions. Following
this, one face (i.e., either the high trustworthiness, low trust-
worthiness or neutral trustworthiness face) was presented for
a total of one second. The proto-trust question was then pre-
sented, followed by the reason-attribution question (i.e., ei-
ther trust prompt, untrust prompt or neutral prompt, depend-
ing on the condition). Participants were prevented from mov-
ing on from this question until 45 seconds had passed, in or-
der to encourage an adequate reflection on the reasons for
their initial trust assessment and prompt attributions. The an-
alytic trust question followed, along with the face being again
presented without time limit, and the survey ended with the
collection of demographic information.

Results
Paired samples t-tests revealed that trust significantly de-
creased from the proto- (intuitive) trust assessment to the
subsequent deliberative trust assessment for the low trustwor-
thy face in the untrustworthy-prompted attribution condition,
t(29) = 2.39, p = .012. Additionally, a difference approaching
statistical significance between proto- and deliberative trust
for the high trustworthy face in the trust-prompted attribution
condition, t(29) = -1.57, p = .064) was found. In this condi-
tion, the trust scores increased in the post-attribution delib-
erative trust decision. No significant differences were found
between proto- and intuitive trust scores for the remaining 7
conditions.

A difference score for proto- and deliberative trust was cal-
culated by subtracting deliberative trust scores from proto-
trust scores. Independent samples t-tests conducted on

Figure 2: Changes per participant shown against initial proto-
trust scores

trustworthy-prompted and untrustworthy-prompted attribu-
tion conditions within each of the face conditions showed a
significant difference between the two types of prompted at-
tributions for the difference score in the low trustworthy face
condition, t(58) = -2.22, p = .015, and a difference approach-
ing significance in the high trustworthy face condition, t(58)
= -1.48, p = .072. A Pearson correlation was conducted to
determine if initial proto-trust scores predicted the amount
of change to trust scores after the attribution process was
prompted. Negative correlations were found for the low trust-
worthy face in the untrust-prompted and neutrally prompted
attribution conditions, r(28) = -0.60, p = <.001, r(28) = -0.42,
p = .02), and for the neutral face in the untrust prompted attri-
bution condition, r(28) = -0.48, p = .007. No other conditions
showed significant correlations. Graphs for these effects are
shown in Fig. 2.

Thematic analysis was conducted on qualitative data us-
ing an open coding method. Keywords were categorised into
themes and coded for each participant response to the reason
attributions question. Based on key words and themes iden-
tified by this manual inductive coding process, 7 categories
emerged for the reasons reported by participants to explain
their initial trust assessments. Many participants’ answers
fell into more than one category, so each category was coded
separately. The categories for attributed reasoning were: an
emotional reaction to the face (n = 46, 17%), feature(/s) of
the face (n = 130, 48.1%), the fact that the face was artificial
(n = 62, 23%), the perceived expression on the face (n = 142,
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52%), similarity of the face to a stereotype (n = 28, 10.4%),
the familiarity of the face (n = 14, 5.2%), and a general (un-
explainable) sense of the face (n = 48, 17.8%).

Reasoning categories were tested against computed differ-
ence scores to test the effect of reported attributed reasons
for initial proto-trust assessment on subsequent changes from
proto-trust to deliberative trust assessments.

For the high trustworthy face in the trustworthy-prompted
attribution condition, the mean trust score decreased signif-
icantly from proto- to deliberative trust scores when partici-
pants reported their emotional reaction as a reason for their
initial proto-trust assessment, compared with those who did
not, t(28) = 1.78, p = .043). The opposite occurred for
emotion-based reasoning in the low trustworthy face with
untrustworthy-prompted attribution condition, t(27) = -2.34,
p = .013, for feature-based reasoning in the neutral face with
neutral-prompt attribution condition, t(28) = -1.87, p = .036)
and reasoning based on facial expression in the high trustwor-
thy face with trustworthy-prompted attribution, t(28) = -2.93,
p = .003.

Discussion
As expected, the way attribution was prompted influenced
the difference between the two trust assessments. The am-
plification hypothesis was supported for one of the condi-
tions, marginally for another but not for the remaining con-
ditions. The fact that a significant difference between proto-
trust and deliberative trust scores did not occur for the ma-
jority of cases is not surprising given the theory presented.
In the absence of any salient reasons to the contrary that
might arise through careful consideration, most participants
may have simply been able to form consistent attributions for
their initial intuitive assessment. It may be that differences are
only seen when there are disruptions to this coherency. For
the low trustworthy face when untrustworthy-centric attribu-
tions were prompted, and (although only marginally signifi-
cant) for the high trustworthy face when trustworthy-centric
attributions were prompted, there was likely more to draw
from in these faces (e.g., trustworthy/untrustworthy facial
features, positive/negative valanced perceived emotional ex-
pressions, etc.) that aligned with the suggested attribution
prompts. This may be particularly true if an individual’s ini-
tial intuitive assessment went against the conventional assess-
ment of the face (i.e., by the way the face was originally de-
veloped to be high/low on trustworthiness). Indeed, in light
of the significant correlation between this difference and the
initial proto-trust score for the former condition, it is clear
that it was generally only the higher proto-trust scores that
were subsequently lowered by untrustworthy-centric attribu-
tion prompts.

A curious effect that emerged from the qualitative data was
that amplification appeared to be dampened or even reversed
in these conditions when participants attributed their initial
trust assessment to emotion. Consistent with the affect-driven
component of proto-trust, this result may point to this sub-

set of participants’ lack of true attribution of their feeling of
trust to a concrete feature, thus simply recognising their in-
tuitive feeling of trust rather than rationalising it. Their own
emotional reaction to the face would therefore be internally
focused, rather than externally attributed.

The results of qualitative analysis provide preliminary in-
sight into the reasoning and attribution process individuals
may undergo when explaining their intuitive trust assess-
ments of strangers under conditions involving limited infor-
mation. For example, the fact that many participants at-
tributed their initial trust assessments to the similarity of a
face to an abstract stereotype or a familiar person may sug-
gest that, where similarities are available, people tend to refer
to these associations in the appearance of faces to form opin-
ions (or, at least, explain their opinions). In addition, the fact
that many participants referred to features of the faces and
the perceived expression on the faces as reasons for their de-
cisions of trustworthiness is unsurprising given that the fea-
tures of the faces themselves were modified in order to vary
on trustworthiness (Oosterhof & Todorov, 2008), as well as
the documented overlap between impressions of trustworthi-
ness and perceived expressions (Oosterhof & Todorov, 2009).

Conclusion and future work

This study represents an initial investigation into the new
concept of proto-trust. Although intuitive trust is not nec-
essarily a new concept, its nature beyond relational or affect
based trust had not yet been defined in the literature. In addi-
tion, there has traditionally been little attempt to describe or
demonstrate the interaction between intuitive, primitive forms
of trust and more reason-based decisions of trust. This first at-
tempt to access the trust termed in this paper as proto-trust, as
well as investigate its relationship with more deliberative trust
decisions via an attribution process provides some promising
avenues for future research.

By acknowledging a more primitive form of trust in terms
of emotional and intuitive elements, the proposed theory of
proto-trust, and its interaction with deliberative trust via an
attribution process, stands to provide a much richer under-
standing of the variety of trust types attached to conscious
deliberations of risk, vulnerability, and expectation. Affect
and intuition based theories of trust have been drawn upon to
inform an initial conceptualisation of proto-trust in this pa-
per. The intent of exploring a theory of proto-trust is to pro-
vide common ground upon which trust is understood and to
help explain why such a variety of attitudes, decisions and
behaviours all fall under the common umbrella of trust.

Future directions for this research will be to further investi-
gate the effect of proto-trust assessments on deliberative trust
decisions by manipulating proto-trust itself (e.g., by altering
the perceived trustworthiness of a number of elements in an
individual’s experience) to determine the effect on the attri-
bution of trust to a specific object (e.g., a face).
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