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Interpersonal trust plays a crucial role in the formation and maintenance of social
relationships. The present cross-sectional and longitudinal research examines the
development of interpersonal trust judgments with reference to (1) the trustee’s
reputation for trustworthiness, and (2) the nature of the trustor’s relationship closeness
with the trustee. There were 194 7- to 13-year-olds who participated in the first wave
of the study, and 107 of those individuals also participated in two subsequent waves
across a 2-year period. Both cross-sectional and longitudinal results showed that with
age, reputation for trustworthiness becomes less important and relationship closeness
become more important. We also found that relationship closeness played a greater
role in interpersonal trust evaluations for girls than for boys. These findings indicate that
the way children make trust evaluations becomes increasingly relationship-specific over
time and is more relationship-specific for girls than for boys.

Keywords: socialization, personal relationship, children, interpersonal trust, social reputation

INTRODUCTION

The human capacity to cooperate and collaborate with one another greatly extends what we are
capable of accomplishing as individuals and as a species (Tomasello and Hamann, 2012). This
capacity allows us to form non-kin relationships that meet our social and emotional needs, learn
from the successes and failures of others, and carry out projects that are far too complex for a single
person to complete. However, working with others entails risk, as can be seen when we count on
people who fail to follow through on their commitments or do not have our interests at heart. In
this way, trust can be viewed as a willingness to make oneself vulnerable to the actions of another
individual based on the expectation that that individual will perform actions that are important to
him or her (Mayer et al., 1995).

Most developmental research on person-specific trust has examined how children assess whether
others are reliable sources of information (Harris, 2007; Heyman, 2008; Gelman, 2009; Mills, 2013).
This work suggests that during the preschool years, children learn to use a variety of cues to judge
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the extent to which individuals can be trusted to provide accurate
information about word labels and other facts. These cues include
a source’s history of prior accuracy (Koenig and Harris, 2005;
Jaswal and Neely, 2006; Pasquini et al., 2007; Birch et al., 2008;
Corriveau and Harris, 2009; Poulin-Dubois and Chow, 2009),
expertise (Landrum et al., 2013; Boseovski and Thurman, 2014;
Lane and Harris, 2015), benevolence (Landrum et al., 2013; Lane
et al., 2013), honesty (Lane et al., 2013; Li et al., 2014), familiarity
(Corriveau and Harris, 2009), gender (Taylor, 2013), and level of
agreement with others (Corriveau et al., 2009).

Research assessing when and how children come to view
specific individuals as reliable sources of information deeply
informs our understanding of how they evaluate information
and learn from others. However, this research does not clearly
speak to theoretical accounts of trust that focus on the centrality
of vulnerability by placing an emphasis on a willingness to take
personally meaningful risks (Ring and Van de Ven, 1992; Sitkin
and Roth, 1993; Mayer et al., 1995; Hall et al., 2001; Bos et al.,
2002). This is because the social and emotional stakes for children
within such contexts are often minimal or unclear. For example,
if a child learns the wrong name for a novel object as a result of
trusting an unreliable informant, the problem is likely to be easily
remedied once the child is corrected, and there is minimal risk
that anything of importance will be lost.

There has been a greater focus on the issue of vulnerability in
research examining trust among adults (Deutsch, 1958; Johnson-
George and Swap, 1982; Lewicki and Bunker, 1995; Hall et al.,
2001; Bos et al., 2002; Colquitt et al., 2007). This literature
has established that interpersonal trust typically develops over
time and can easily be damaged by behavior that undermines
cooperation (Lewicki and Bunker, 1995).

There has also been some developmental research examining
children’s trust in relation to vulnerability (Betts and Rotenberg,
2008; Xu et al., 2013; Betts et al., 2014; Fu et al., 2015). This
research typically includes measures in which participants are
asked to report the willingness to trust on specific individuals
in contexts that might leave them vulnerable. For example, Xu
et al. (2013) found 7- to 11-year-olds considered both honesty
and benevolence when making trust judgments (such as promise-
fulfillment, secrets-sharing and information-seeking), and older
children were more likely than younger children to focus on
benevolence other than honesty.

Interpersonal trust is typically conceptualized as being
reciprocal within dyadic interactions (Rotenberg et al., 2008).
This focus is closely tied to developmental conceptualizations
of friendship in which mutual trust and intimacy become more
central components of friendship as children get older (Damon,
1983). Positive peer relationship can promote children’s social
adaptation, and help children better understand others and
society (Hartup, 1996). Moreover, positive peer relationship
can facilitate children’s communication with others, which may
increase the closeness of the relationship with others. During
peer interaction, children can deepen their understanding about
others, which helps to cultivate their patience and care for other,
and thus promote peer acceptance (Oberle et al., 2010).

However, it is also possible to develop trust outside of dyadic
contexts, and to decide whether to trust others based on their

general reputations, much as people decide whether to trust
politicians they have never met before. This possibility is also in
line with recent theoretical work showing that young children
are concerned about how they will generally be viewed by
others (Shaw et al., 2014; Rapp et al., 2019). There is suggestive
evidence that children use both of these frameworks when
making trust assessments. When children ages 6 and older make
determinations about the relative trustworthiness of their peers,
they take into account both information about the extent to
which trustees are perceived to have a reputation for being
trustworthy, and the nature of their personal relationship with
the trustee [see Betts and Rotenberg (2008) and Betts et al.
(2014)]. Trustworthiness is also the foundation of friendship,
which can only be formed and strengthened when both friends
trust each other. Trustworthiness is one of the characteristics of
friendship once it is established (Mcauley et al., 2012). Based on
the three-stage friendship development model (Damon, 1983),
8- to 10-year-old children are most likely to form friendships
based on trust, though their sense of companionship becomes
more complex by this time, recognizing that people who can
help in times of need are regarded as friends. When they grow
up, children would understand the value of trustworthiness
more, and that trustworthiness could facilitate their friendships
(Xu et al., 2013).

According to Mayer et al. (1995), we define the children’s
interpersonal trust as a willingness to make oneself vulnerable to
others in a social interaction with personally meaningful risk. In
addition to our measure of interpersonal trust, we also assessed
relationship closeness and peers’ reputation for trustworthiness.
We used both cross-sectional and longitudinal methods to go
beyond a typical “snapshot” view of trust to inform models
of how trust develops over time within the context of social
interaction (Lewicki et al., 2006). Using both methods also allows
us to rule out some possible artifacts, like cohort effects, when
interpreting our findings.

In addition to our central research question, we were also
interested in whether the extent to which trust was viewed as
relationship-specific might differ as a function of gender. It is
plausible that they may, given previous work suggesting that
gender can sometimes affect selective trust (Taylor, 2013) and that
there are gender differences in relationship qualities (Benenson
and Schinazi, 2004; Watson, 2012). For example, girls are more
likely to meet their closeness needs through friendship (Hall,
2011). Moreover, studies have shown that there exists a gender
difference in trustworthiness in older children: peer reports
suggest that girls are more trustworthy than boys (Rotenberg
et al., 2004). The difference between boys and girls may be
explained by the fact that girls are socialized to have close
peer relationships, while boys are not (Berndt and Perry, 1986),
and the consequent need for trustworthy behavior for girls to
participate in these relationships.

To sum up, the first aim of this study is to examine
how factors associated with personal-specific interpersonal
trust, such as interpersonal closeness and reputation for
trustworthiness, shape children’s trust judgments and how
they might change with development in Chinese culture.
As Chinese children grow, they might increasingly share
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what seems to be the general adult view that trust has to
be viewed in terms of specific relationships (Peng, 1998).
Specifically, we predicted that over time children would move
away from focusing on someone’s general reputation for
showing trustworthiness to concentrating on the degree to
which individuals demonstrate trustworthiness within specific
relationships. The second aim is to explore whether there
are gender differences in children’s propensity to make trust
judgments from the perspective of development, particularly
when social cues such as interpersonal intimacy and peer’s
reputation for trustworthiness are considered. We predicted
girls would value interpersonal closeness more than boys in
assessment of trust, because girls may be more sensitive to
creating, maintaining and destroying interpersonal relationships.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
A total of 194 children were initially recruited from an elementary
school in Jinhua, a medium-sized city in China, and all of them
were from the Han ethnic group. The highest level of education
for the participants’ fathers was 30% middle school, 40% high
school, 29% university, and 1% unknown, and for the mothers
it was 23% middle school, 44% high school, 32% university,
and 1% unknown. Self-reported family income was 75% average
income, 11% significantly higher than average income, 13%
significantly lower than average income, and 1% unknown. The
study was approved by the University Research Ethics Committee
and all children who gave their oral assent to participate and
had consent from a parent or legal guardian were included
in the research.

There were three waves of testing across a 2-year period. All
of the participants were assessed for the first time in November
2012. Sixteen participants were excluded from the data analyses,
because they chose not to complete the study (N = 6) or because
they gave the same responses to all questions (N = 10). Each
participant would give from 111 to 153 rating in our study.
Our assumption is that if a child gives identical ratings on more
than 100 questions, he or she probably was not taking the task
seriously. This resulted in a final sample of 178 children (84 girls;
mean age = 9.92 years, SD = 1.58, age range = 7–13 years) for
the first wave of testing. We chose the age range of 7–13 years
for the first wave because the children had been classmates for at
least 1 year. The existing literature shows that 1 year is sufficient
for children to get know each other well in a classroom setting
(Betts and Rotenberg, 2008).

A subsample of 107 children from the original sample was
also assessed in both November of 2013 and November of
2014. This subsample included all of the children who had
been expected to be at school after 2 years from Time 1.
Nine of these participants were excluded from the data analyses
because they did not complete the next two waves of the
study (N = 5), or because they gave the same response to all
questions (N = 4). This resulted in a final subsample of 98
children (40 girls), with a mean age of 8.78 years at Time 1
(SD = 1.03, age range = 7–10 years). There were no significant

differences between the included and excluded children on the
primary study variables [Trust: t (99) = −0.739, p = 0.462;
Relationship closeness: t (99) =−0.020, p = 0.984; Reputation for
trustworthiness: t (99) =−0.078, p = 0.938].

Procedure
All assessments were conducted in participants’ classrooms with
the assistance of two experimenters. In each of the three waves of
the study, participants first reported on how much they trusted
each of their classmates. Next, they reported on the closeness
of their relationship with each of their classmates. Finally, they
completed a sociometric assessment that was used as an index
of each classmate’s reputation for trustworthiness. Each of these
measures is described below.

Measures
Interpersonal Trust
In order to assess trust, participants were given a list of all their
classmates and were asked to respond to two questions about
each one. The first question asked whether the participants are
willing to let the classmate to take care of their possessions.
The second question asked whether the participants are willing
to share the classmate their secrets. Participants responded to
these items on a 5-point scale that ranged from 1 (not at all)
to 5 (extremely well). This assessment was developed with a
separate sample of 63 Chinese elementary school children (33
girls, Mean of age = 9.87, SD = 1.52) asked what they would
do to show they trusted someone. The results showed the two
most frequently mentioned were to let the individual take care
of the participant’s possessions (83% of children) and to share the
individual the participant’s secrets (71% of children). The mean
of these two ratings was computed to create an Interpersonal
Trust Score for each classmate of each participant. The taking
care of possession and keeping secrets scores were highly correlated
with each other at each time point of rating (Time 1: r = 0.68,
p < 0.001; Time 2: r = 0.64, p < 0.001; Time 3: r = 0.63,
p < 0.001).

Relationship Closeness
Participants rated the same set of classmates as on the trust
measure, but this time they rated the closeness of their
relationship with each individual on 5-point scale that ranged
from 1 (not at all close) to 5 (extremely close). These ratings
were used to create a separate Relationship Closeness Score
between each individual and every other individual in the
class. Each relationship closeness score reflected the trustor’s
rating of the trustee.

Reputation for Trustworthiness
A peer nomination method was used to assess the reputation
of each participant. Three measures were included in this
assessment: (1) how honest the target was perceived to be, (2)
how well the target could be expected to keep his or her promise,
and (3) how considerate the target was perceived to be (see Mayer
et al., 1995). Specifically, research assistants evaluated those items
and selected those that were judged to be most appropriate in a
Chinese context.
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The following illustrates the procedure, using the honesty
measure as an example. Participants were given a list of
classmates asked to indicate the three who were most honest
and the three who were most dishonest. For each classmate,
the number of negative nominations was then subtracted from
the number of positive nominations to create a comprehensive
honesty reputation score. To control the influence of different
class sizes, we standardized these scores for each classmate in
each class. The same procedure was followed with the other two
reputation measures (promise-keeping and benevolence), and
the means of these three standardized ratings were computed to
create a Reputation for Trustworthiness Score for each classmate.
The Cronbach’s coefficients for three items were high at each
time point (Time 1: α = 0.93; Time 2: α = 0.93; Time 3:
α = 0.94).

The Plan of Analysis
First, we used SPSS13.0 to conduct descriptive analysis on
each variable in this study, including the mean value, standard
deviation of the variables and the correlation coefficient
among them. Second, since the data in this study has a
nested structure we would adopt Hierarchical Linear Model
by using the HLM 6.08. Finally, we would present in two
parts which were based on the cross-sectional and longitudinal
data respectively.

RESULTS

Cross-Sectional Data Analysis
Descriptive Statistics
Table 1 shows mean, standard deviation and correlations for the
three assessments. As can be seen from this table, interpersonal
trust scores were positively correlated with both relationship
closeness scores and reputation for trustworthiness scores.

Hierarchical Liner Modeling Results
Hierarchical Liner Modeling (HLM) is a multilevel modeling
technique that deals with the inherent nested nature of
data (Sripada and Rauch, 2015). Because the measurements
were nested within the individual, we constructed a 2-levels
model to assess the influence of relationship closeness and
reputation for trustworthiness. HLM Version 6.08 was used for
the HLM analysis.

TABLE 1 | Descriptive statistics and correlation between primary study variables
of cross-sectional data (N = 178).

Trust Relationship Reputation

Descriptive statistics

Mean 2.56 2.52 0.00

SD 0.78 0.74 0.93

Correlation

Trust 0.73*** 0.42***

Relationship 0.29**

**p < 0.01, and ***p < 0.001.

Construction of the Final Model
Models of cross-sectional data were based on 7,421
measurements (Level-1) nested within 178 participants (Level-2).
In the first step, the null model estimated components of variance
for Level-1 and Level-2. The value of random effects of Level-2
(τ00) in this null model was significantly different from zero
[τ00 = 0.36, χ2(177) = 1,740.41, p < 0.001]. In addition, the
intra-class correlation (ICC) for the individual level was 0.211,
suggesting that 21.1% of variance in measurements could be
accounted for by factors related to individuals. These results
suggested that HLM analysis was needed (Cohen, 1988).

In second step, all the assessed trustee variables were included
in the model. Specifically, trustee gender (male = 0, female = 1),
relationship closeness scores, and reputation for trustworthiness
scores were used as predictors of interpersonal trust Scores. After
including variables of measurement, the model fit was improved
[1χ2(9) = 5,851.67, p < 0.001].

In third step, the final model was constructed with intercept
and individual variables (age and gender of trustor) in Level-2
as following. In the cross-sectional data, the deviance of the null
model is 25,417.40 (df = 2), the deviance of the final model is
19,553.46 (df = 11), so the new model explains 23.07% of the
variation.

Level-1

Trust = π0 + π1 × trustee gender + π2 × relationship
+ π3 × reputation+ ε (1a)

Level-2

π0 = β00+µ0 (1b)
π1 = β10 + µ1 (1c)
π2 = β20 + β21 × trustor gender + β22 × trustor
age+ µ2 (1d)
π3 = β30 + β31 × trustor gender + β32 × trustor
age+ µ3 (1e)

The Results of the Final Model
First, fixed effects on the final model (see Table 2) showed
that relationship closeness, reputation for trustworthiness had
significant effects on children’s interpersonal trust, with children
relatively more trusting of trustees who were closer to them, and
of trustees with a better reputation for trustworthiness. However,
trustee gender had no significant effects, suggesting that children
did not differ in their level of trust for girls vs. boys.

Second, the interaction between relationship closeness and
trustor gender was significant, indicating that relationship
closeness has a greater influence on interpersonal trust for girls
than for boys. However, no interaction between reputation for
trustworthiness and trustor gender was found, suggesting that the
influences of trustworthiness on interpersonal trust are similar
for girls and boys.

Finally, the interaction between relationship closeness and
trustor age was positive and significant (β22 = 0.06, p < 0.001),
indicating that the effect of relationship closeness on trust
increased with trustor age. We also found that the interaction
between reputation for trustworthiness and trustor age was
negative and significant (β32 =−0.04, p = 0.001), which indicates
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TABLE 2 | Results of the final model of HLM of cross-sectional data.

Fixed effects: β SE t

Level-1

β00: intercept 2.57 0.05 54.41***

β10: trustee gender 0.08 0.05 1.61

β20: relationship 0.56 0.01 37.60***

β30: reputation 0.31 0.02 19.03***

Level-2

β21
a: relationship × trustor gender 0.08 0.03 2.54*

β22
b: relationship × trustor age 0.06 0.01 5.84***

β31
c: reputation × trustor gender < 0.01 0.03 0.17

β32
d: reputation × trustor age −0.04 0.01 −3.99***

aβ21 was in formula (1d) and indicated the interaction between relationship and
gender of trustor.
bβ22 was in formula (1d) and indicated the interaction between relationship
and age of trustor.
cβ31 was in formula (1e) and indicated the interaction between reputation and
gender of trustor.
dβ32 was in formula (1e) and indicated the interaction between reputation
and age of trustor.
*p < 0.05, and ***p < 0.001.

that the effect of reputation for trustworthiness decreased
with trustor age.

Longitudinal Data Analysis
Descriptive Statistics
Table 3 shows the mean, standard deviation and correlations
among the three wave measurements. As can be seen from
the table, interpersonal trust scores were positively correlated
with relationship closeness scores and with reputation for
trustworthiness scores, both currently and longitudinally.

Hierarchical Liner Modeling Results
The structure of the longitudinal data had three levels. The
measurements were nested within measured time, and then
measured time was nested within individuals. We built a 3-
level model to examine the influence of relationship closeness
and reputation for trustworthiness on interpersonal trust as
children developed.

Construction of the final model. Models of longitudinal data
were based on 12,071 measurements (Level-1) nested within
271 measure times (Level-2), which were nested within 98
individuals (Level-3). First, the null model estimated the variance
components for Level-1, Level-2 and Level-3. The value of the
random effect of Level-2 (τπ0) and Level-3 (τβ00) was significant
from zero [τπ0 = 0.22, χ2(173) = 1201.06, p < 0.001; τβ00 = 0.25,
χ2(97) = 363.93, p < 0.001] and the ICC for measurements nested
within measure times was 0.138, and for measure times nested
within individuals was 0.157. These results suggested that HLM
analysis was needed (Cohen, 1988).

In the second step, variables of Level-1 were used in the model,
including trustee gender (male = 0; female = 1), relationship
closeness scores, and reputation for trustworthiness scores, and
significant decline of deviance suggested an improved model fit
[1χ2 (21) = 9,516.50, p < 0.001].

In the third step, time was included as variable in Level-2, and
the first time point was coded as -1, the second as 0, and the
third as 1. There was also a significant decline of deviance [1χ2
(13) = 31.70, p < 0.05], indicating an improved model fit.

In the final step, trustor gender (male = 0; female = 1) and
trustor age included in the model as variables of Level-3 and
constructed the final model (shown below). In the longitudinal
data, the deviance of the null model is 40,478.51 (df = 4), the
deviance of the final model is 30,903.31 (df = 44), so the new
model explains 23.66% of the variation.

Level-1

Trust = π0 + π1 × trustee gender + π2 × relationship
+ π3 × reputation+ ε (2a)

Level-2

π0 = β00 + µ0 (2b)
π1 = β10 + µ1 (2c)
π2 = β20+ β 21× time+µ2 (2d)
π3 = β30 + β 31 × time+µ3 (2e)

Level-3

β00 = γ000 + e00 (2f)
β10 = γ100 + e10 (2g)
β20 = γ200 + γ201 × trustor gender + γ202 × trustor
age+ e20 (2h)
β21 = γ210 + γ211 × trustor age+ e21 (2i)
β30 = γ300 + γ301 × trustor gender + γ302 × trustor
age+ e30 (2j)
β31 = γ310 + γ311 × trustor age+ e31 (2k)

The results of the final model. First, fixed effects on
the final model (see Table 4) showed that relationship
closeness scores, reputation for trustworthiness scores had
a significant positive effect on children’s interpersonal trust
scores. Specifically, children were more likely to trust classmates
who were closer to them, and classmates who were rated as
having a reputation for being trustworthy. But, the gender of
trustee had no significant effect, suggesting children equally
trust girls and boys.

Second, the interaction between relationship closeness scores
and time was significant and positive (γ210 = 0.03, p = 0.023).
These results indicated that the effect of relationship closeness
on children’s interpersonal trust increased with age, which
was consistent to what was observed in the cross-sectional
data. We also found the moderating effect of trustor age
on the relation between relationship closeness and time was
significant (γ211 = −0.03, p < 0.05). In order to understand
the moderating effect of trustor’s age more clearly, we took
measurement time as the horizontal axis and effects of relationship
closeness on trust as the vertical axis, and then separated the
initial trustor age into three levels as average_age, +1 SD_age
and + 1 SD_age for plotting. As shown in Figure 1, we found
the effect sizes of relationship closeness on trust were increased
with measure time generally, indicating that relationship plays
an increasingly important role in children’s trust judgments
with age. In addition, the initial age of children had a
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TABLE 3 | Descriptive statistics and correlation between primary study variables in longitudinal data (N = 98).

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3

Trust Relationship Reputation Trust Relationship Reputation Trust Relationship Reputation

Descriptive statistics

Mean 2.47 2.56 0.00 2.37 2.39 0.00 2.19 2.22 0.00

SD 0.63 0.84 0.93 0.77 0.86 0.93 0.68 0.71 0.93

Correlations

Time 1 Trust 1 0.67*** 0.41*** 0.47*** 0.45*** 0.41*** 0.44*** 0.42*** 0.35***

Relationship 1 0.30* 0.39*** 0.39*** 0.29* 0.38*** 0.35*** 0.26*

Reputation 1 0.42*** 0.32** 0.84*** 0.36*** 0.31* 0.74***

Time 2 Trust 1 0.75*** 0.42*** 0.56*** 0.51*** 0.40***

Relationship 1 0.32** 0.50*** 0.50*** 0.29*

Reputation 1 0.38*** 0.32* 0.84***

Time 3 Trust 1 0.76*** 0.39***

Relationship 1 0.33**

Reputation 1

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, and ***p < 0.001.

moderating effect on the effect of relationship closeness on
children’s trust, the younger children had steeper increasing curve
than older children.

TABLE 4 | Results of the final model of HLM in longitudinal data.

Fixed effects: β SE t

Level-1

γ000: intercept 2.31 0.06 36.05***

γ100: trustee gender 0.06 0.04 1.67

γ200: relationship 0.47 0.03 17.85***

γ300: reputation 0.26 0.02 11.17***

Level-2

γ210
a: relationship × time 0.03 0.01 2.32*

γ310
b: reputation × time −0.05 0.01 −4.719***

Level-3

γ201
c: relationship × trustor gender 0.13 0.03 3.81***

γ202
d: relationship × trustor age 0.05 0.01 3.40***

γ211
e: relationship × time × trustor age −0.03 0.01 −2.34*

γ301
f: reputation × trustor gender < 0.01 0.03 0.24

γ302
g: reputation × trustor age −0.04 0.01 −2.84**

γ311
h: reputation × time × trustor age 0.02 0.01 2.32*

aγ210 was in formula (2d) and indicated the interaction between
relationship and time.
bγ310 was in formula (2e) and indicated the interaction between
reputation and time.
cγ201 was in formula (2h) and indicated the interaction between relationship and
gender of trustor.
dγ202 was in formula (2h) and indicated the interaction between relationship
and trustor age.
eγ211 was in formula (2i) and indicated the interaction between relationship and
time and trustor age.
f γ301 was in formula (2j) and indicated the interaction between reputation
and trustor gender.
gγ302 was in formula (2j) and indicated the interaction between reputation
and age of trustor.
hγ311 was in formula (2k) and indicated the interaction between reputation and
time and trustor age.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, and ***p < 0.001.

Third, the interaction between reputation for trustworthiness
scores and time was significant and negative (γ310 = −0.05,
p < 0.001). These results indicated that the effect of reputation
for trustworthiness on interpersonal trust decreased with age,
which were consistent to what was observed in the cross-
sectional data. We also found the moderating effect of trustor
age on the interaction between relationship closeness and time
was significant (γ311 = 0.02, p < 0.05). Similarity, we took
measurement time as the horizontal axis and effects of reputation
for trustworthiness on trust as the vertical axis, and then separated
the initial trustor age into three levels as average_age,+ 1 SD_age
and + 1 SD_age for plotting. As shown in Figure 2, we
found the effect sizes of reputation for trustworthiness on trust
were decreased with measure time generally, indicating that
reputation played a decreasingly important role in children’s trust
judgments with age. In addition, the initial age of children had a
moderating effect on the effect of reputation for trustworthiness
on children’s trust: younger children has steeper decreasing curve
than older children.

Finally, as is consistent with the results of cross-sectional
data, we found a significant interaction between relationship
closeness scores and trustor gender (γ201 = 0.13, p < 0.001)

FIGURE 1 | A simple slops analysis of the effect of relationship on children’s
trust.
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FIGURE 2 | A simple slopes analysis of the effect of reputation on children’s
trust.

again, indicating that relationship closeness had a greater effect
on interpersonal trust for girls than for boys. There was no
significant interaction between reputation for trustworthiness
and trustor gender.

DISCUSSION

The present research examined how children’s trust develops over
time within the context of social interactions (Lewicki et al.,
2006). We did so through the lens of theoretical frameworks
that conceptualize trust in terms of a willingness to make oneself
vulnerable to others (Ring and Van de Ven, 1992; Sitkin and
Roth, 1993; Mayer et al., 1995; Hall et al., 2001; Bos et al., 2002).
Chinese children between the ages of 7 and 13 were tested using
a cross-sectional research design, and a subset of these children
was tested using a longitudinal research design over a period
of about 2 years. Both the cross-sectional and the longitudinal
results suggest that children first learn to trust based on the
extent to which potential trustees are generally trustworthy, and
later begin to focus on the nature of their relationship closeness
with the trustee.

These findings are consistent with prior research indicating
that when children across a wide range of ages make trust
judgments they take into account what is generally known about
the potential trustee as well as the nature of their relationship
closeness with potential trustee (Betts and Rotenberg, 2008; Betts
et al., 2014). Our work demonstrates for the first time that
children’s use of these cues changes as they develop, and it
provides the first evidence that with development, children’s trust
increasingly reflects the nature of their relationship with the
individual in question.

What is the cause of this pattern of developmental change?
One possibility is that the more time individuals spend together,
the more relevant experience trustors have to draw upon
when deciding whether a particular trustee can be counted
on in situations that involve personally meaningful risks. For
example, trustors may consider previous experiences in which
they have counted on specific trustees to assess their likelihood
of doing so in the future, much like young children use an
informant’s prior history of reliability to determine whether he
or she is likely to be a good source of factual information
(Pasquini et al., 2007).

Another possibility is that children become increasingly
accurate at judging trustworthiness with development and
eventually come to recognize that behaviors and expectations that
are related to trustworthiness are likely to be different within the
context of close relationships (see Kahn and Turiel, 1988). For
example, it would not be surprising if children take special care
of possessions owned by their close friends. This might be the
case because they are likely to have a higher level of genuine
concern for their close friends or because there would be more
at stake if a close friend’s possession were lost. It may also be
that acts of loyalty serve as a primary indicator of trust, and
that a willingness to show loyalty tends to be highly relationship-
specific.

We also found that relationship closeness played a stronger
role in girls’ interpersonal trust evaluations than it did in boys’
interpersonal trust evaluations. This finding is consistent with
previous research suggesting that girls may prioritize relationship
closeness more than boys (Benenson and Schinazi, 2004; Watson,
2012). From the evolutionary perspective, males tend to be
more self-focused, females tend to converse more about others
and tend to focus more on building and maintaining social
networks. But males tend to focus more on display and status.
In addition, a meta-analysis (Hall, 2011) found two major gender
differences in friendships: communion is higher in females,
agency is higher in males. Communion refers to the intimacy or
closeness needs that are met through friendship (Watson, 2012),
and the agency element of friendship provides individuation
and power needs. In children’s trust evaluations, they may need
to communicate and familiarize themselves with each other to
establish intimacy and enhance interpersonal closeness, and girls
seem to be better at this.

Further research will also be needed to assess some limitations
in our work. First, it will also be important to examine how
culturally specific vs. general our findings are. One challenge
in doing so is that we specifically developed measures to fit a
Chinese context. Because based our research on the Chinese
conceptualization of trust as being highly relationship-specific
(Peng, 1998), it is plausible that our findings of age-related
changes may be culturally specific. Additionally, it is also possible
that the collectivist values and an associated focus on social
obligations (Oyserman et al., 2002), might promote a focus on the
importance of relationship specific trust and the understanding
that trust is closely tied to reciprocity. However, it is also plausible
that our findings are generalizable, as is suggested by evidence
that children’s dyadic relationships have important psychological
and social implications in Western societies as well (Berndt, 2002;
Bagwell and Schmidt, 2011).

A related issue is that we cannot assess the effects of the
widespread practice in China of grouping children with the same
set of classmates over multiple years. All participants in our study
were grouped in this way, meaning that the age-related changes
we observed may be dependent on close observation of the same
individuals over an extended period of time. This emphasizes the
need to examine the extent to which our findings will generalize
across cultures. It is possible that the findings are generalizable in
the sense that once children know each other well, trust becomes
more relationship-specific.
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Finally, although we designed an item and conceptual
distinction between interpersonal trust and interpersonal
relationship, to some extent, trust is still highly correlated with
interpersonal relationships which implied the common method
bias. In addition, some constructs have been investigated by using
a small number of items or questions as well as lack of using
different informants is also a limitation of this study.

To conclude, this study highlights the distinction between
trusting someone because of what they are generally like, vs.
what they are like within the context of a specific interpersonal
relationship. Our findings suggest that as children get older their
sense of how trustworthy individuals are becomes increasingly
linked to their relationship closeness.
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