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Significance and the Structure of Trust

— Theoretical and Empirical Research on Trust and Commitment Relations —
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Abstract This paper reports a series of laboratory experiments and a US-Japan comparative
questionnaire survey, both based on an "emancipation" theory of trust developed by Yamagishi and his
associates. Yamagishi's theory of trust is distinct from the other major theoretical approaches to trust
in that it emphasizes the role trust plays in "emancipating" people from Yakuza-type commitment
relations. Yakuza-type commitment is distinguished from another type of commitment, "commitment
between lovers," the type of commitment often observed between close friends; the former's major
raison d'Ttre is reduction in social uncertainty. Yamagishi's "emancipation” theory of trust consists of
the following six theoretical propositions. [ [ [Trust is relevant only in a situation characterized
with social uncertainty. [J 0 [The most standard solution to problems caused by social uncertainty is
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commitment formation, i.e., formation of stable and durable relations with reliable partners. 0O O 0O
While commitment relations reduce social uncertainty between specific partners, they incur
"opportunity costs,” or lost opportunities that could have been obtained from "outsiders." OO [
Thus, in a social situation in which opportunity costs are great, commitment formation becomes a
reliability rather than an asset. [J [0 [High trusters [J those who have a high level of trust in people in
generall] would be easier to leave a Yakuza-type commitment relation, a commitment relation that had
been formed in order to reduce social uncertainty. [ [ (n a situation characterized with both high
level of social uncertainty and a high level of opportunity costs, high trusters would thus have better
access to outside opportunities and thus would prosper more than would low trusters. Among these
six theoretical propositions, the first and the third propositions are evident, and the fourth proposition
set the conditions for the theory. Thus, only propositions 0,00 and [ are to be empirically tested. A
series of laboratory experiments successfully confirmed the second and the fifth propositions. The last
proposition was not tested in these experiments. Finally, a questionnaire survey conducted both in the
United States and Japan also confirmed a series of predictions involving US-Japan contrasts, derived
from Yamagishi's theory of trust. All consistent with the theoretically derived hypotheses, it was
found that 0 O DAmericans are higher in general trust than Japanese, U 0 0 Japanese more than
Americans have higher expectations of benefit from maintaining relations with specific others,J [J [
Americans consider informational role of reputation more important than do Japanese, and0) 0 O
Americans consider honesty and fairness more important than do Japanese.

Keywords trust, trustworthiness, caution, assurance, commitment relation, social uncertainty, transaction
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