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Abstract 
Trust has been recognized as a foundational pillar underpinning the functioning of organizations 
and society. However, contemporary developments have unleashed unprecedented uncertainty, 
challenging established notions of social order and raising urgent questions about how trust will 
operate in the years to come. A deeper understanding of the interface between uncertainty and 
trust is needed, elaborating how institutions and advanced technologies offer pathways for 
building and maintaining trust. Our analysis identifies three core paradoxes: trust–uncertainty, 
trust–institution, and trust–technology. These paradoxes highlight that trust proves indispensable 
where it is hardest to build, that trusted institutions falter when uncertainty is high and they are 
needed most, and that technologies designed to reduce uncertainty can in fact increase it. This 
special issue curates five studies that illuminate these paradoxes. A qualitative study of 
whistleblowing reveals tensions in how organizations signal ability, benevolence, integrity, 
transparency, and identification across stakeholders and over time (trust–uncertainty). A 
mixed‑methods study of a high court theorizes fidelity mechanisms—recognition, selection, 
socialization—that stabilize the production of “trust objects” (trust–institution). A multilevel 
network analysis of a corporate top‑management team shows that shared organizational 
vocabularies foster trust; when those words align with organizational identity, trust ties traverse 
unit boundaries (trust–institution). A study of a COVID‑19 mutual‑aid platform shows how 
digital affordances catalyze institution‑based trust that seeds emotional trust among strangers 
(trust–technology). Finally, a study of a peer‑to‑peer market shows that accreditation (technology 
verification) and reputation have opposite effects as cultural distance grows—accreditation 
narrows trust gaps while reputation can widen them—with implications for inequality (trust–
technology). Building on these insights, our editorial articulates across the piece a forward-
looking research agenda emphasizing the recursive interplay between trust and uncertainty and 
calling for research to illuminate the emergent, paradoxical, and often nonlinear patterns of trust 
development. 
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Introduction 

Trust is foundational to organization studies. Since the seminal contributions of Luhmann (1979) 

and Zucker (1986), scholars have examined trust not only as a psychological orientation or 

outcome of rational choice but also as a social mechanism for reducing complexity, enabling 

cooperation, and coordinating action in uncertain contexts. In markets, hierarchies, and networks 

alike, trust acts as “an important lubricant” that allows individuals and organizations to move 

forward despite incomplete information and the threat of opportunism (Arrow, 1974, p. 23; also 

see Ouchi, 1979). It reduces social complexity (Luhmann, 1979) and thus enables what would 

otherwise be impossible—action in the face of unknowability (Simmel, 1989 [1900]). 

Recent technological and societal transformations, however, are altering the landscape in 

which trust operates within and across organizations. Digital platforms, blockchain, and AI-

driven decision-making systems can reshape organizational structures and boundaries and 

sometimes alter the very conditions under which trust is needed and produced. While these 

technologies promise to reduce uncertainty through automation, transparency, and decentralized 

protocols, they often paradoxically generate new forms of opacity, ambiguity, and diffusion of 

accountability (Kellogg et al., 2020). As organizations increasingly rely on digital infrastructures, 

trust may shift from being placed in human actors toward impersonal systems, algorithms, and 

protocols (Glikson & Woolley, 2020; Lumineau, Schilke, et al., 2023; Tan & Saraniemi, 2022). 

This reconfiguration alters the social fabric of trust itself. Technologies can function not only as 

mediators but at times as perceived trustors or trustees, depending on task, stakes, and audience. 

Traditional institutions—legal systems, professional standards, and cultural norms—have 

historically enabled trust by making behaviors more predictable and enforceable (Bachmann, 

2001). These institutions have served as trust-producing infrastructures by signaling 
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trustworthiness and establishing shared expectations. However, they are increasingly not only 

being questioned for their functionality but also being replaced or supplemented by technology-

based systems in which trust production is embedded in digital infrastructures and algorithmic 

procedures. As Lumineau, Long, et al. (2023) argue, we are witnessing a shift in the target of 

organizational trust toward opaque algorithmic technologies, whose inner workings are difficult 

to observe or audit. 

This shift raises a deeper theoretical challenge: how can trust be understood and enacted 

in (inter)organizational contexts where uncertainty is growing, institutions are in flux, and 

technology is not merely a tool but an increasingly active participant in coordination processes? 

In this editorial, we argue that trust and uncertainty are interdependent in multiple, complex 

ways, which often are not sufficiently understood and thus create perplexing paradoxes (Smith & 

Lewis, 2011). Trust is most crucial when actors lack both information and control (Knight, 1921; 

Luhmann, 1979). But this is also precisely the condition when trust is hardest to establish. This 

trust–uncertainty paradox lies at the heart of contemporary organizational life. When faced with 

heightened uncertainty, actors may seek stability through trust yet find themselves unable to 

generate the very confidence required to make that trust meaningful (Möllering, 2006b; 

Yamagishi, 2011). 

Moreover, this paradox is compounded by two additional developments. First, as 

institutions themselves become objects of public skepticism—whether due to political 

polarization, rigidity in adapting to unforeseen crises, undue influence over regulators, or 

leadership failures—they often lose their capacity to stabilize expectations when it matters most. 

This creates a trust–institution paradox: institutions are most needed to maintain trust when 

uncertainty is high but are also least trusted under that very condition. Second, emerging 
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technologies offer new ways to engineer trust by allowing for verification and enforcement of 

trustworthiness in novel ways (Kellogg et al., 2020; Tan & Saraniemi, 2022), but their 

complexity and opaqueness undermine the transparency and predictability that enabled 

traditional institutions to serve as foundations of trust, thus generating a trust–technology 

paradox (i.e., technologies intended to reduce the need for trust often create new demands for it). 

Complicating matters further, these paradoxes rarely occur in isolation; they often intertwine, 

highlighting the need to understand their interplay—which we begin to address here. 

We organized this special issue around three cross‑cutting questions that motivate the 

paradoxes we advance (see Table 1). (1) What makes trust possible when organizational actors 

face acute uncertainty and limited information? Vandekerckhove et al. (2026) examine internal 

whistleblowing channels and trace how operators must sequence different signals of ability, 

benevolence, integrity, transparency, and identification across multiple stakeholders over time to 

sustain trustworthiness under ambiguity. (2) Which institutional arrangements carry trust across 

(temporal and organizational) boundaries? Friedrich et al. (2026) theorize “fidelity 

mechanisms”—recognition, selection, and socialization—that allow a trustee organization to 

reproduce reliable “trust objects” despite personnel turnover, thereby stabilizing trust through 

time. Wang and Lomi (2026) show that shared organizational vocabularies nurture interpersonal 

trust, and that alignment with core identity terms enables trust ties to traverse formal unit 

boundaries. (3) When does technology complement or substitute for interpersonal or 

interorganizational trust—and with what distributional consequences? Wang et al. (2026) show 

how a crisis‑born mutual‑aid platform leverages digital affordances—verifiability, targetability, 

and protectability—to seed institution‑based trust that subsequently deepens into emotional trust, 

especially when a strong provider reputation enables trust transfer. In a global peer‑to‑peer 
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market, Bird (2026) distinguishes reputation (stemming from prior exchange) from institutional 

accreditation (platform verification), finding that accreditation especially helps culturally distant 

participants close trust gaps, while reputation can inadvertently widen them—highlighting how 

trust mechanisms can both mitigate and reproduce inequalities. 

 

---Insert Table 1 about here--- 

 

In what follows, we first establish the conceptual underpinnings of trust and then clarify 

the relationship between trust and uncertainty. Next, we unpack three recurring paradoxes—

trust–uncertainty, trust–institution, and trust–technology—and highlight how these tensions 

intersect in practice. Throughout the article, we point to promising paths for future research. By 

doing so, this introduction to the special issue lays a foundation for advancing scholarship on the 

dynamic and paradoxical nature of trust in an era of rising uncertainty, weakening institutions, 

and expanding technological influence. 

 

Trust in Organizational Research 

We use the term trust to denote a trustor’s willing acceptance of vulnerability to another’s 

actions, grounded in positive expectations about the trustee’s future behavior (Mayer et al., 

1995). Widely adopted across the social sciences (Schilke et al., 2021), this definition 

foregrounds both the exposure the trustor accepts and the expectations that motivate that choice. 

It also privileges a view of trust as a dynamic socio-cognitive state—that fluctuates over time 

and across settings—rather than a fixed trait (Rousseau et al., 1998), presuming interdependence 

among identifiable parties (Hardin, 2002). The definition can travel across levels of analysis and 
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is compatible with the trustor (the entity making trust judgments) and the trustee (the object of 

trust) being either individuals, organizations, or other actors, such as institutions or advanced 

technologies (Schilke & Cook, 2013; Schoorman et al., 2007; van der Werff et al., 2021). 

Trust sits at the heart of many core problems in organization theory because it enables 

coordinated action under incomplete information. For example, trust figures centrally in 

embeddedness (Granovetter, 1985), institutional (Zucker & Schilke, 2019), social exchange 

(Cook et al., 2013), transaction cost (Chiles & McMackin, 1996), relational contract (Macaulay, 

1963), systems (Luhmann, 1995), and rational choice (Coleman, 1990) accounts. Empirically, 

trust reduces social complexity across markets, hierarchies, and networks (McEvily et al., 2021; 

Powell, 1990), enabling actors to move beyond mere compliance toward discretionary 

collaboration. Empirical work links trust to higher performance, knowledge sharing, and lower 

monitoring and transacting costs—within teams and leader–follower relationships as well as 

across organizational boundaries (de Jong et al., 2016; Dirks & Ferrin, 2001; Dyer & Chu, 2003). 

In time‑pressured or distributed work, trust supports “swift” coordination and collective 

sensemaking that contracts alone rarely secure (Blomqvist & Cook, 2018; Meyerson et al., 1996; 

Schilke & Huang, 2018). For organizational research, then, trust is not just an attitudinal 

by‑product; it is a structuring mechanism that shapes governance choices, learning, and 

adaptation. 

Yet trust is inherently contextual. Who is trusting whom for what and to what extent 

varies across levels and settings (Schilke & Lumineau, 2025; van der Werff et al., 2021). The 

antecedents and outcomes of trust likewise differ (Krishnan et al., 2006; Schilke et al., 2017). 

Consequently, the locus, degree, sources, and consequences of trust are all highly situation-

specific (Crisp & Jarvenpaa, 2013; Dirks & de Jong, 2022; Lounsbury, 2023). Attending to this 
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variation prepares the ground for the next section: because uncertainty is the condition that 

makes trust both necessary and consequential, we now dissect the uncertainty–trust interface and 

specify when, how, and through which mechanisms uncertainty and trust co‑evolve in 

organizational life. 

 

Dissecting the Uncertainty–Trust Interface 

Imagine a brand-new start-up consisting of a team of near-strangers. They have a promising idea 

yet face an unpredictable market: consumer tastes could shift without warning, new competitors 

might undercut their product, and macroeconomic headwinds threaten to derail the entire 

venture. All this uncertainty in the market forces the founders to make pivotal decisions—what 

features to prioritize, when to launch, how to price the product—with incomplete information. At 

the same time, they confront considerable uncertainty within their own ranks. Will the new lead 

developer prove trustworthy and committed? Will unfamiliar team members put in the required 

time when under pressure? Is the marketing consultant reliable enough to handle confidential 

data? Although these entrepreneurs possess incomplete data, they must trust each other and 

external partners to coordinate efforts in uncertain conditions. This tension between uncertainty 

and trust encapsulates a universal challenge in organizational contexts. 

As an orienting metaphor, uncertainty and trust are the yin and yang of social 

relationships. They represent seemingly contradictory forces that, upon closer examination, 

prove tightly interconnected, interdependent, and complementary. Uncertainty (yin) evokes 

darkness, passivity, and coldness, whereas trust (yang) is associated with light, activity, and 

warmth. Practically, yin invites yang: when uncertainty obscures facts, organizational actors 

mobilize trust—via accounting, audits, certifications, and other instruments—to act despite what 
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they cannot see. Trust thereby tempers but never abolishes uncertainty, preserving the 

complementarity central to the metaphor. Yet, trust cannot exist and may become meaningless in 

the absence of uncertainty. Just as there is no day without night, there is no consequential trust 

without a minimal level of uncertainty. And just like yin and yang, uncertainty and trust are not 

static; rather, they continuously blend into each other. 

According to the seminal conceptualization by Knight (1921), a situation is uncertain to 

the extent that the probability distribution of outcomes is unknown. In other words, uncertainty 

increases as the amount of information concerning the probability of future events or their 

possible outcomes decreases. In sharp contrast to risk, where respective probabilities can be 

estimated, uncertainty involves situations where anything can happen and even the number of 

unknown possibilities is unknown. As a result, decision-makers cannot neatly model the future in 

uncertain situations. Rather than objective calculation, they are forced to rely on semi-informed 

guesses and idiosyncratic judgment. In social relationships, trust judgments emerge as a key 

mechanism for dealing with such uncertainty (Arrow, 1974). By placing trust in others, 

individuals as much as collective actors can regain a sense of control and act as if certain 

expectations will hold, despite the unknowability of the future (Luhmann, 1979). As actors 

within and across organizations place trust in one another, they become willing to make 

themselves vulnerable because of, and despite, having incomplete and fuzzy information (Mayer 

et al., 1995). Given this intricate interplay, recognizing how trust and uncertainty interrelate 

becomes essential to understanding exchanges in a broad spectrum of social and organizational 

contexts (Bachmann, 2001). 

However, extant discussions of the uncertainty–trust nexus remain compartmentalized 

and rife with unresolved contradictions. Existing scholarship often oversimplifies the 
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relationship or treats it as unidirectional, thus obscuring its nuanced and reciprocal dynamics. By 

pursuing isolated perspectives and overlooking mutual causality, scholars risk misunderstanding 

how social context and judgment intersect (Ferrin et al., 2008; Möllering, 2006b). An integrated 

model explicitly capturing more complex, reciprocal interrelationships is therefore essential for 

deeper theoretical insight and precision (Gillespie & Siebert, 2018; Lewis & Weigert, 2012; 

Smith & Lewis, 2011). It also reveals that different organizational scholars may mean 

fundamentally different things when referring to the relationship between uncertainty and trust, 

potentially creating confusion. 

We develop such an integrated model (see Figure 1) by first examining how uncertainty 

shapes trust and then how trust, in turn, influences uncertainty. Next, we analyze how trust and 

uncertainty may interact in jointly shaping relationship outcomes, before turning our attention to 

how uncertainty moderates the effectiveness of distinct modes of trust production. The model 

makes clear that prior theorizing has considerably underestimated the complexity of the trust–

uncertainty interrelationship. In doing so, the model opens important avenues for future research 

that we highlight throughout our discussion. 

 

---Insert Figure 1 about here--- 

 

The Effect of Uncertainty on Trust 

Trust is formed, maintained, and sometimes eroded in contexts that involve different, often 

changing levels of uncertainty. As a result, the effect of uncertainty on trust has received 

considerable attention across the social sciences. However, while one influential tradition asserts 

that uncertainty undermines trust, another tradition contends instead that uncertainty is precisely 
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the fertile ground required for trust to grow. We will dissect each of these opposing viewpoints 

before attempting to reconcile them. 

 

A negative effect of uncertainty on trust. Research in the field of economics, grounded in 

risk-averse utility models (Arrow, 1974), largely focuses on uncertainty’s negative effect on trust. 

According to this perspective, increased uncertainty decreases trust as it intensifies perceived 

ambiguity and reduces confidence in others’ reliability. First, the information deficit inherent to 

uncertainty makes it impossible to form accurate expectations. Actors’ inability to predict 

outcomes heightens perceived ambiguity, thus amplifying the psychological discomfort 

stemming from ambiguity aversion (Ellsberg, 1961). Second, uncertainty triggers cynical 

assumptions about others’ intentions, as it can incentivize opportunism by opening the door for 

partners to take advantage of unanticipated situations to benefit themselves (Akerlof, 1970; 

Williamson, 1985). Anticipating the potential for defection or non-cooperation due to 

uncertainty, rational actors become cautious and choose self-protective over trusting approaches 

(Hardin, 2002). The negative effect of uncertainty on trust has been documented empirically in 

several contexts. In trust games, higher uncertainty leads to lower cooperation rates (Bohnet et 

al., 2008). In interorganizational relations, research suggests that uncertainty (e.g., due to poor 

communication) is associated with deteriorating trust (Das & Teng, 1998). Moreover, public trust 

in government can erode as a result of citizens facing high levels of uncertainty (Stevenson & 

Wolfers, 2011). 

 

A positive effect of uncertainty on trust. The line of research rooted in economics is in 

stark contrast to some sociological theorizing, which views uncertainty as the “condition of 
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possibility” for trust (Luhmann, 1979), implying that uncertainty may positively influence trust. 

This alternative viewpoint is predicated on the notion that trust arises—or is expected to arise—

precisely because future outcomes cannot be fully known or controlled (Lascaux, 2008). It is 

only in contexts where certainty is not achievable that trust may actually emerge as a “leap of 

faith” (Möllering, 2006b). Trust is viewed as a response to uncertainty, serving as a heuristic that 

helps actors cope with incomplete information about others (Yamagishi & Yamagishi, 1994). 

Several mechanisms explain how uncertainty may positively affect trust. First, higher levels of 

uncertainty prompt individuals to self-select into committed, stable relationships within which 

trust can flourish, as demonstrated by experimental evidence (Kollock, 1994; Yamagishi et al., 

1998). Second, highly uncertain environments may produce a cohesion effect, leading actors to 

recognize their interdependence and motivating them to adopt a more cooperative and trusting 

stance toward their partners (Drury, 2018; Zand, 1972). Finally, when facing uncertainty over 

longer periods of time, collectives often develop cultural norms that encourage trust, such as 

heightened norms of reciprocity that emerge when formal structures fail (Fehr & Fischbacher, 

2004). By establishing informal but powerful rules for interaction, these emergent norms can 

provide a sense of security, thereby fostering greater trust despite ongoing uncertainty (Krishnan 

et al., 2021). 

Our review of the literature thus suggests that uncertainty can both deter and intensify 

trust. How can these conflicting predictions be reconciled? We propose three possible avenues: 

(1) a null effect, (2) nonlinearity, and (3) critical boundary conditions.  

 

No effect of uncertainty on trust. First, the two positions may offset each other—

operating as opposing pathways—so that the overall effect of uncertainty on trust is close to 
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zero. This possibility was implied by Kollock (1994), who did not find a strong effect of 

uncertainty on average trust levels but highlighted how uncertainty propels trust polarization. 

That is, when facing high uncertainty, actors develop strong trust in some partners and deep 

distrust in others. In his experiment, the variance in trustworthiness ratings between the most and 

the least trustworthy seller was much greater in the social uncertainty condition than in the social 

certainty condition. This greater variance suggests that social uncertainty provides an opportunity 

for both trust and distrust to grow at the same time, potentially offsetting one another. Further 

research is needed to explore the polarization effect of uncertainty, investigating the mechanisms 

that shape how actors differentiate sharply between partners they trust and those they do not. 

Additionally, researchers might study the long-term implications of trust polarization for network 

stability and cooperation, addressing whether pronounced polarization fosters resilient dyadic 

trust or ultimately undermines collective cohesion. 

 

A nonlinear effect of uncertainty on trust. A second approach to bringing together the 

two conflicting perspectives involves the possibility of a curvilinear relationship between 

uncertainty and trust. For instance, in an inverse U-shaped pattern, moderate levels of uncertainty 

may enhance trust (by creating a sense of interdependence and the need for collaboration); very 

low levels of uncertainty may not call for much trust; and very high levels of uncertainty might 

be paralyzing, thus eroding trust (Adobor, 2005; Kydd, 2000). Trust, in short, may thrive neither 

in the complete absence of uncertainty (where it is unnecessary) nor in conditions of 

overwhelming uncertainty (where ambiguity might be perceived as intolerable). Rather, the 

highest amount of trust may emerge under moderate uncertainty. Future research would benefit 
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from further empirical testing of this proposed curvilinearity, including identifying the specific 

thresholds at which uncertainty transitions from being beneficial to detrimental for trust. 

 

A contingent effect of uncertainty on trust. Third, the negative and positive effects may 

each emerge under distinct boundary conditions, pointing to the need for contingent theorizing 

(Thompson, 1967). The core assumption here is that uncertainty does not uniformly erode or 

enhance trust; instead, its effects depend on third factors. More research is required to develop a 

comprehensive set of relevant contingencies and study their effects in greater detail. Here, we 

will start by suggesting six that we believe may affect the valence of the uncertainty–trust effect: 

(a) the type of uncertainty (behavioral vs. environmental); (b) the type of trust (relational vs. 

calculative); (c) the target of trust (personal vs. systemic); (d) the emotional context (negative vs. 

positive); (e) the temporal scope of the relationship (short- vs. long-term); and (f) the cultural 

environment (low vs. high uncertainty avoidance). 

 

Type of uncertainty. Much scholarship assumes uncertainty to be a uniform construct, but 

fundamentally different types of uncertainty exist as a function of where the uncertainty resides 

(Williamson, 1985): either in the behavior of the interaction partner (behavioral uncertainty) or 

in the broader environment surrounding the focal dyad (environmental uncertainty). Behavioral 

(a.k.a. social) uncertainty centers on the unpredictability of the partner’s behavior in a given 

interaction. It results from potential opportunistic inclinations of the partner and information 

asymmetry about their intentions (Yamagishi et al., 1998). When an interaction partner’s 

behavior is highly uncertain, trust becomes challenging, because it depends on the expectation of 

cooperative actions (Möllering, 2006b). Such behavioral uncertainty transforms trust into a 
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gamble, making each decision to engage with the partner a high-risk bet. Consequently, this type 

of uncertainty may trigger negative reactions, such as increased vigilance, in response to 

potential opportunism (Slovic, 1993) and may even prompt actors to instinctively withdraw from 

trusting interactions. Environmental uncertainty, on the other hand, is exogenous to the focal 

interaction and arises from the unpredictability of the broader external context surrounding it. In 

organizational studies, environmental uncertainty is often understood as a perceived inability to 

forecast or understand key external factors (e.g., markets, regulations, technology) that can affect 

outcomes (Milliken, 1987). When environmental uncertainty is high, actors cannot control 

external shocks (e.g., economic downturns, technological disruptions). Rather than retreating 

into defensive partnering strategies, they seek stability in cooperative exchange relationships to 

mitigate vulnerability (Gulati & Sytch, 2008). This behavior aligns with solidarity theory, which 

argues that shared adversity enhances social cohesion and cooperative behavior (Durkheim, 1984 

[1893]). Overall, this discussion implies that the effect of uncertainty on trust may be contingent 

on the uncertainty type, such that uncertainty negatively affects trust when it is behavioral but 

strengthens trust when it is environmental. 

 

Type of trust. Similar to uncertainty, trust is not one-dimensional, and not all forms of 

trust may respond to uncertainty in the same way. In particular, a relevant distinction is that 

between relational and calculative trust (Kramer, 1999; Schilke & Cook, 2015). Scholars 

adopting a relational perspective emphasize the social and emotional foundations of trust, 

placing personal bonds and affective connections at the heart of trusting relationships. From this 

vantage point, uncertainty can serve as a catalyst for relational trust by heightening actors’ sense 

of shared fate, mutual dependence, and solidarity in the face of common challenges (Krackhardt 
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& Stern, 1988; Molm et al., 2000). In this context, trust enables actors to collaboratively navigate 

uncertainty through deeper, emotionally grounded relationships (Poppo et al., 2016). By contrast, 

other scholars adopt a calculative perspective, viewing trust as a form of cost–benefit analysis, 

which is undermined by uncertainty (Cook et al., 2005). The unpredictability of expected 

outcomes erodes the ability to reliably assess risks and rewards, thus weakening ambiguity-

averse actors’ willingness to trust. In sum, we propose that the effect of uncertainty on trust may 

be contingent upon the type of trust, such that uncertainty fosters relational trust but undermines 

calculative trust. 

 

Target of trust. Personal trust refers to individuals trusting specific others, whereas 

system trust highlights the role of impersonal structures, institutions, or social systems (Lewis & 

Weigert, 1985; Luhmann, 1979). High uncertainty often calls for developing committed 

(inter)personal relationships to provide security while at the same time undermining faith in 

strangers or society at large (Giddens, 1990). This discrepancy can lead to situations where, as a 

result of heightened uncertainty, interpersonal trust grows even as trust in broader societal 

structures declines (Fukuyama, 1995; Yamagishi et al., 1998). We therefore expect that the effect 

of uncertainty on trust may be contingent upon the target of trust, such that uncertainty increases 

personal trust while simultaneously decreasing systemic trust. 

 

Emotional context. Moreover, the trustor’s emotional state may influence whether 

uncertainty strengthens or weakens trust. When negative emotions such as fear and anxiety 

predominate, uncertainty amplifies threat sensitivity, prompting defensive cognition and 

heightened vigilance toward interaction partners. Under these conditions, uncertainty is 
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interpreted as a threat, leading individuals to withdraw from uncertain interactions (Barbalet, 

1996). In contrast, when trustors experience positive emotions, such as hope and optimism, 

uncertainty may be perceived as an opportunity rather than a threat, encouraging flexible 

cognition and adaptive, prosocial responses (Barsade, 2002; Fredrickson, 2001; Schilke et al., 

2015). Optimistic individuals may view uncertainty as manageable, thereby sustaining trust by 

assuming competence and positive intentions and by actively engaging in relational investment 

and trust-reinforcing behaviors. Thus, emotions may serve as crucial moderators, making the 

uncertainty–trust relationship positive in the context of positive emotions but negative in the 

context of negative emotions. 

 

Temporal scope of the relationship. The time horizon of a relationship (i.e., short-term vs. 

long-term) also matters regarding how actors respond to uncertainty and adjust their level of trust 

accordingly. In short-term interactions, actors focus on immediate threat management and self-

preservation, perceiving uncertainty as a direct threat (Schilke et al., 2013). As a result, 

uncertainty often triggers distrust and encourages defensive behaviors over collaborative ones. 

By contrast, in long-term relationships, actors anticipate multiple future interactions, and this 

prospect of ongoing engagement reconfigures how they perceive uncertainty. Specifically, 

instead of viewing uncertainty solely as a threat, they recognize that unpredictable outcomes 

increase their mutual dependence, thereby making cooperation more beneficial than one-sided 

gain (Ring & Van de Ven, 1994). Consequently, the temporal scope of the relationship may 

moderate the impact of uncertainty on trust: in short-term engagements, uncertainty is more 

likely to erode trust (unless the horizon is so brief that potential losses feel negligible), whereas 

in long-term relationships it can prompt trust formation. 
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Cultural environment. Finally, the type of culture in which the exchange occurs may alter 

whether uncertainty has a negative or positive influence on trust. Specifically, cultures vary in 

their tolerance for uncertainty. In high uncertainty avoidance cultures, uncertainty disrupts trust 

by increasing psychological discomfort, amplifying ambiguity aversion, and triggering 

withdrawal from uncertain relationships (Schneider & De Meyer, 1991). In low uncertainty 

avoidance cultures, on the other hand, uncertainty is tolerated as a normal part of interaction, 

leading individuals to maintain or even extend trust in uncertain settings (Vives & FeldmanHall, 

2018). Thus, uncertainty avoidance may operate as a cultural filter that determines whether 

uncertainty results in the erosion of trust or not: in high-uncertainty avoidance cultures, 

uncertainty will diminish trust, whereas in low-uncertainty avoidance cultures, it does not impair 

(and can even help foster) trust formation. 

 

Ultimately, recognizing that uncertainty can both undermine and foster trust underscores 

the need for a nuanced perspective. This duality is particularly intriguing because it reveals how 

the very factor that can erode trust according to one line of reasoning can also be harnessed to 

build it in another, opening exciting new avenues for further theoretical development and 

empirical examinations across different settings. 

 

The Effect of Trust on Uncertainty 

While our discussion so far has focused on how uncertainty impacts trust, an equally compelling 

question pertains to how trust itself might reshape perceptions of uncertainty, suggesting the need 

to “flip the script” and also examine the effect of trust on uncertainty. In our review of the 
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literature, we found converging perspectives pointing to a negative valence of this effect, such 

that trust reduces the extent of uncertainty. Sociological, economic, and psychological theories 

consistently posit trust as a vital social lubricant that absorbs uncertainty (Arrow, 1974; Giddens, 

1990; Kramer, 1999). We can identify two mechanisms through which this effect may come 

about: expectation stabilization and relational safeguarding. 

 

Expectation stabilization. Trust stabilizes expectations about future interactions, 

effectively reducing the sense of unpredictability that comes with uncertainty. When trust is 

present, actors operate “as if” future behavior is dependable, mitigating the need to constantly re-

evaluate potential risks. This “suspension of uncertainty” (Möllering, 2006b) does not eliminate 

all unknowns but reframes them as manageable, creating a baseline of predictability in ongoing 

relationships. For example, in interorganizational relationships, trust leads firms to anticipate 

steady cooperation from suppliers, thereby diminishing concerns about delivery delays or quality 

issues. 

 

Relational safeguarding. In addition to trustor perceptions, partner behaviors also change 

as a result of trust. The placement of trust initiates a self-regulating dynamic, wherein trusted 

counterparts feel morally and socially compelled to act cooperatively. By cultivating relational 

norms, trust decreases the likelihood that others might defect or exploit vulnerabilities (Poppo & 

Zenger, 2002; Sydow & Windeler, 2003). This environment of mutual understanding becomes 

self-enforcing: once trust is established, partners reciprocate and reinforce one another’s 

trustworthy actions. 
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Our preceding argument underscores the intriguing possibility that trust not only 

responds to uncertainty but also actively reshapes the ways in which uncertainty is experienced. 

Future research should systematically unpack expectation stabilization and relational 

safeguarding, along with other relevant mechanisms, and delineate the exact contextual 

conditions under which trust effectively mitigates uncertainty. 

 

The Interaction Effect of Trust and Uncertainty on Exchange Outcomes 

Having addressed how uncertainty can both shape and be shaped by trust, we now turn to the 

conceptually distinct question of what happens when the two forces come together to jointly 

shape the outcomes of a relationship. Specifically, understanding the interaction effect of trust 

and uncertainty on exchange outcomes can offer new insights into the important question of 

when trust will be functional vs. maladaptive (Schilke & Huang, 2018; Yamagishi, 2001) as a 

function of varying levels of uncertainty. Our reading of the literature points us to competing 

accounts, with some suggesting that trust will be more useful when uncertainty is high, whereas 

others argue that trust’s functionality is diminished as uncertainty increases. We will examine 

each of these positions next. 

 

A positive interaction effect of trust and uncertainty on desirable exchange outcomes. 

A common argument in the literature is that, for trust to matter, uncertainty must exist, such that 

trust becomes most useful precisely where uncertainty looms largest. If there is little uncertainty, 

it is inconsequential whether one trusts or not. In such low-uncertainty settings, where outcomes 

are predictable or safeguarded, cooperation can be achieved via other mechanisms (e.g., power 

or contracting), making trust less essential (Balliet & Van Lange, 2013). By contrast, when 
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outcomes are uncertain or incentives diverge, trust serves as the linchpin that encourages actors 

to risk vulnerability and engage in cooperation they might otherwise avoid. Put differently, trust 

“fills the gap” left by incomplete information, enabling joint action amid uncertainty (Krishnan 

et al., 2016). In this sense, the more pronounced the uncertainty, the more pivotal trust becomes 

for fostering positive exchange outcomes. For example, when two firms enter a joint venture in 

an emerging market with unclear regulations and shifting competitive landscapes, mutual trust 

encourages them to share proprietary knowledge, pool resources, and coordinate closely, which 

allows them to outperform rivals that remain guarded (Krishnan et al., 2016). What is more, it 

has been suggested that high trust under conditions of significant uncertainty reduces monitoring 

costs (Dyer & Chu, 2003) and spurs more effective collaboration (Dirks & Ferrin, 2001). These 

insights underscore that the interplay of trust and uncertainty may produce positive-sum 

dynamics: trust not only compensates for missing information but also actively transforms 

uncertain contexts into arenas conducive to collective gains. 

 

A negative interaction effect of trust and uncertainty on desirable exchange outcomes. 

In contrast to the argument in the preceding section, trust can also produce problems when paired 

with high levels of uncertainty. From a transaction cost perspective, high uncertainty creates 

fertile ground for opportunism if trust-based governance dominates (Williamson, 1985). Under 

such conditions, trust may actually embolden a counterpart to pursue self-interested strategies 

(e.g., covertly cutting corners or reneging on agreements) because the other side fails to maintain 

sufficient vigilance (Krishnan et al., 2016; Lumineau, 2017). From this viewpoint, trust becomes 

less a remedy for uncertainty than an entry point for deceitful exploitation. Consistent with this 

perspective, scholars have highlighted a “dark side of trust” (Gargiulo & Ertug, 2006; Neal et al., 
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2015), in which high-trust relationships encourage complacency and “strategic blindness” 

(McEvily et al., 2003), which can be especially problematic when uncertainty requires rapid 

adaptation. Put simply, trust can reduce partners’ incentive to scan the broader environment or 

verify the information they receive (Sydow & Windeler, 2003; Szulanski et al., 2004), leading 

them to accept outdated assumptions at face value. If significant changes arise (e.g., shifts in 

consumer demand or a sudden technological disruption), trusting partners may even resist 

altering their established arrangements for fear of jeopardizing the relationship (Harrigan, 1985). 

As a result, they become “outright insensitive to environmental shifts” (Krishnan et al., 2016, p. 

2526), ultimately harming collective performance. This dynamic reveals that trust can heighten 

exposure to volatility by instilling a false sense of security (Lascaux, 2008). Consequently, trust 

under conditions of high uncertainty may paradoxically undermine adaptability and lead to 

suboptimal exchange outcomes. 

 

While these opposing perspectives appear to clash, they can be reconciled by recognizing 

that trust and uncertainty do not interact in a simple, one-directional manner. In some contexts, 

trust truly shines when uncertainties loom large, galvanizing cooperation and offering a critical 

buffer against premature withdrawal from in principle fruitful relationships. However, in other 

settings, especially those involving substantial volatility, overreliance on trust can foster 

complacency and leave partners ill-prepared for unexpected situations. Importantly, these 

arguments suggest that the benefits and drawbacks of trust under high vs. low uncertainty may 

hinge on a variety of boundary conditions, such as the type of uncertainty (behavioral vs. 

environmental) and the presence of complementary monitoring mechanisms. Identifying the 
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conditions under which trust in uncertain settings amplifies vs. hurts relationship performance 

presents a vital avenue for future research. 

 

The Interaction Effects of Trust-Production Modes and Uncertainty on Trust 

While the foregoing discussion elaborated how trust and uncertainty jointly influence exchange 

outcomes, it is equally important to consider the distinct modes in which trust is produced and 

how their effects may differ across varying levels of uncertainty. Indeed, some modes of trust 

production may thrive in relatively certain settings with predictable outcomes, whereas others 

become more crucial when uncertainty is pervasive. In this section, we investigate how different 

trust-production mechanisms align with low vs. high levels of uncertainty, shedding light on 

which antecedents to trust are most predictive in a given context. For this purpose, we build on 

the seminal typology of trust-production modes introduced by Zucker (1986): process-based, 

characteristic-based, and institution-based trust production. 

 

Process-based trust production. Process-based trust production builds on the 

accumulation of positive experiences resulting from first- or second-hand evidence of reliability 

(Zucker, 1986). We expect this form of trust production to be particularly potent in contexts 

where uncertainty is high (Schilke et al., 2017). When information is scarce and the risks of 

betrayal are substantial, actors particularly value a track record of trustworthy behavior, because 

it provides a concrete basis for confidence in a partner’s intentions and/or competences (Gulati & 

Nickerson, 2008; Williamson, 1996). In such precarious conditions, including ambiguous 

product markets or uncertain partner motivations, experiential evidence and reputational cues 

effectively substitute for the lack of objective information, reducing actors’ anxiety and guiding 
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their trust decisions (McEvily et al., 2003). Conversely, when uncertainty is low, the marginal 

benefit of process-based trust tends to diminish, as partners can rely on alternative mechanisms 

to evaluate trustworthiness. 

 

Characteristic-based trust production. Characteristic-based trust emerges from perceived 

shared identities or social categories (Zucker, 1986) and often serves as a convenient cognitive 

shortcut (Brewer, 1991; McPherson et al., 2001). In low-uncertainty settings, actors can 

economize on effort by relying on readily accessible cues, such as group membership, to address 

any remaining ambiguity. However, as uncertainty increases (e.g., in complex business dealings 

or unfamiliar partnerships), superficial similarities provide less reliable assurances of 

trustworthiness (Fiske & Neuberg, 1990). Under these conditions, actors may realize that solely 

depending on characteristic-based heuristics can lead to flawed decisions, reinforcing stereotypes 

and obscuring critical information about partners’ actual capabilities or intentions (Bodenhausen, 

1990). Consequently, while characteristic-based trust can be an efficient, low-effort mechanism 

under relatively stable or familiar circumstances, its role may diminish under high uncertainty, 

where deeper scrutiny and alternative trust-building modes become more necessary (Schilke et 

al., 2017). 

 

Institution-based trust production. Institution-based trust stems from reliance on the 

broader systems, rules, and enforcement mechanisms that surround a transaction, such as legal 

frameworks, professional standards, or warranties (Zucker, 1986), as we will elaborate in more 

detail further below. As uncertainty escalates—whether due to geographic distance, social 

unfamiliarity, or technological complexity—these institutional structures become increasingly 
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pivotal for ensuring predictable outcomes (Schilke et al., 2017; Shapiro, 1987). By setting clear 

rules and credible enforcement, but also by cultivating internalized norms, institutions transform 

high-uncertainty contexts into more manageable ones, thus facilitating trust even in volatile 

settings (Bachmann, 2001; Ostrom, 1990). Conversely, in more stable or familiar environments 

where uncertainty is lower, the marginal benefit of institution-based trust may diminish, as 

parties can often rely on simpler assurances in these contexts. 

 

Addressing the Trust Paradox Amid Uncertainty 

A core paradox in the relationship between trust and uncertainty is that trust is most essential 

precisely under those conditions that make it hardest to establish—namely, conditions of 

profound uncertainty. Much like the yin–yang principle, in which opposing forces are 

intertwined, uncertainty can both necessitate and disrupt the emergence of trust. Simplistic, linear 

models overlook this conundrum, presuming that “trust saves the day” without considering that 

trust-building so often stalls in situations where it is needed the most. By contrast, the integrative 

framework developed here (see again Figure 1) illuminates the reciprocal and intricate nature of 

the trust–uncertainty nexus, demonstrating that each can serve as both an antecedent and an 

outcome of the other while also conditioning one another’s effects and antecedents. In doing so, 

our model helps to clarify a fundamental trust paradox (Yamagishi, 2011): heightened 

uncertainty simultaneously increases the value of trust and undercuts the very predictability and 

confidence required for trust to form in many, if not most, settings.1 Recognizing these tensions 

enables scholars and practitioners to move beyond one-size-fits-all prescriptions for “building 

trust” and instead offer more contextual guidance that pinpoints where trust really matters, as 

well as where it might even prove counterproductive. A compelling illustration of these 
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complexities comes from Vandekerckhove et al.’s (2026) investigation of organizational 

whistleblowing systems in this special issue. These authors show how contradictory expectations 

intensify the need for trust yet simultaneously erode the confidence required to sustain it, 

underscoring just how fragile trust can be under conditions of profound uncertainty. 

Further, by considering a variety of direct but also interactive/moderated effects, our 

model shows how trust and uncertainty can become either mutually reinforcing or mutually 

destructive. For example, if partners mistakenly rely on superficial cues (e.g., unwarranted faith 

in shared group identity) or fail to conscientiously monitor and make sense of environmental 

changes, trust may be misplaced, ultimately triggering vicious cycles of heightened suspicion. 

By highlighting these pathways, our theorizing provides a springboard for a new line of inquiry 

into the contingent, reciprocal relationship between uncertainty and trust.  

Future research should empirically investigate how reciprocal dynamics between 

uncertainty and trust consolidate into either a virtuous cycle (low uncertainty → high trust → 

lower uncertainty) or a vicious cycle (high uncertainty → low trust → higher uncertainty). 

Examining potential tipping points or thresholds, at which even a subtle shift in uncertainty or 

trust abruptly alters the entire system’s trajectory, could further illuminate the dynamic, nonlinear 

processes underpinning social and economic exchanges. Similarly, identifying relevant factors 

(e.g., communication transparency, institutional strength, shared identity) that differentiate these 

two trajectories remains crucial for future research to clarify how actors can foster—or derail—

trust in uncertain contexts. In this regard, it is important to explore how managers or other 

organizational members can deliberately interrupt negative reciprocal cycles (where uncertainty 

erodes trust) through well-chosen interventions (e.g., symbolic gestures, credible commitments), 

thereby steering precarious relationships back toward virtuous equilibria. Such studies could 
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leverage prior research on organizational learning curves (Argote, 2012) to study whether and 

how organizations get better at resolving uncertainty and/or developing trustful relationships 

through repeated experiences, thereby identifying relevant microfoundations of learning routines 

(e.g., transactive memory systems) that develop over time. 

Finally, our comprehensive, complexity-capturing perspective on trust and uncertainty 

opens new avenues for theoretical integration and methodological advances. Theoretically, our 

perspective helps to synthesize sociological, economic, and psychological strands of trust 

research into a common framework, encouraging richer cross-disciplinary dialogue. 

Methodologically, the recognition of reciprocal causality raises opportunities for deploying 

innovative methodological designs, including longitudinal panel studies with reciprocal effects, 

computational simulations of trust–uncertainty loops, and experiments that manipulate both trust 

and uncertainty. Further, qualitative or mixed-method designs will surely be instrumental to 

capture nuanced, real-time narratives of how actors experience and interpret mutual interactions 

between trust and uncertainty. 

Taken together, these insights (summarized in Table 2) underscore that the complexity of 

the trust–uncertainty interface is not merely an academic nuisance (Healy, 2017) but a source of 

genuine insight. Mapping how trust and uncertainty shape one another while jointly affecting 

outcomes enables more deliberate management of interactions and, ultimately, a deeper 

understanding of how social relationships thrive—or fail—under the very conditions where trust 

is both hardest to earn and most indispensable. 

 

---Insert Table 2 about here--- 
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Examining Two Forms of Institutional Trust and Their Interplay 

Building on our discussion of institutions as one of the most potent trust-building mechanisms in 

the face of uncertainty, we will now deepen our discussion of the dynamics and types of 

institutional trust in light of increased uncertainty, including the uncertainty surrounding the 

institutions themselves. The significance of institutions in trust processes has long been 

acknowledged, particularly in the sociological stream of trust scholarship (Cook et al., 2009). 

One of the earliest and most eminent accounts is Zucker’s (1986) historical study of the US 

socioeconomic system in the second half of the 19th and the early 20th century, which shows 

when and how institutions started to play a pivotal role in trust building in business transactions. 

In a comparative perspective, Lane and Bachmann (1996) and Bachmann (2001) examined 

supplier relationships in the UK and Germany and also found overwhelming evidence of 

institutional arrangements shaping how and how much trust can be developed in vertical 

relationships between organizational actors. In this special issue, Friedrich et al. (2026) offer 

another illustration of how institutions can support trust, showing that methodical selection, 

socialization, and reliance on established precedents can enhance confidence and reduce 

uncertainty in organizational settings. They find that such structured processes ensure consistent 

decision-making, thereby encouraging trust even under uncertain conditions. 

The notion that institutions channel actors’ behaviors, making these behaviors more 

predictable and therefore trustworthy, now appears to be widely accepted among trust 

researchers—at least those who are looking beyond mere dyads of individual actors (Fuglsang & 

Jagd, 2015; Möllering, 2006a). While a narrow view that largely ignores institutions still 

dominates much of the psychological strand of the literature on trust, a broader, socially 

contextualized, and institution-focused view on trust has proven to be immensely valuable to 
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explain the nature and dynamics of trust-based relationships (Long & Sitkin, forthcoming; 

Schilke et al., 2021), not least in business contexts. 

Nonetheless, there are also some trust scholars (e.g., Hardin, 2002; Yamagishi, 2011) who 

do acknowledge the relevance of institutions but at the same time challenge this view because 

they believe that trust neither is needed nor can flourish when strong institutional arrangements 

leave actors little choice but to comply with institutionalized norms and standards. While this is 

an interesting argument, it does not fully take into account the fact that institutions only function 

as an orienting device and never completely determine social interaction (Granovetter, 2017, pp. 

72-74). Also, this view draws too heavily on some very specific situations between individual 

actors while ignoring the systemic effects of institutional order. When one considers a business 

system or organizational field, or even a society as a whole, it is clear that organizational actors 

can be trusted more if strong institutional safeguards are in place, even though there are no 

guarantees that all actors will follow these rules. 

Institutions play a critical role when building and maintaining trust. However, they do not 

eliminate uncertainty; what matters is that they can attenuate or make actors simply ignore it.2 

The wider political economy and economic sociology literatures, which compare and classify 

different business systems, leave no doubt that a highly regulated business system produces a 

significant amount of trust at little or no cost for individual or organizational actors. By contrast, 

where a low level of institutional order prevails (i.e., when institutions are weak and patchy), 

actors need to build trust for each relationship individually, which takes substantial effort and 

bears high individual costs. Alternatively, actors may fall back on other means, such as power 

(Bachmann, 2001), to coordinate expectations and interactions. 
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Institutional trust may not be the most visceral form of trust when compared to intimate, 

long-standing, experience-based relationships between two or more organizational actors. 

However, institutionally produced trust often appears sufficient to facilitate swift and efficient 

business transactions that might otherwise be difficult or impossible (Crisp & Jarvenpaa, 2013). 

To rely only on interpersonal trust would seriously restrict the growth potential of socioeconomic 

systems, as it may simply be too slow, too costly, or in many cases not viable at all. 

Interestingly, although somewhat problematically, the literature lacks clarity about the 

precise conceptualization of “institutional trust” (also see Lounsbury, 2023). A closer 

examination reveals two distinct interpretations: trust in institutions vs. institution-based trust. 

Some scholars define institutional trust as trust in institutions, representing actors’ willingness to 

be vulnerable to institutional authority. For example, Edelman (2023) and others measure trust in 

institutions such as the legal system, the media, the government, and so on. While this view is 

certainly valid, another perspective argues that institutional trust should be understood 

differently, as trust between actors who deal with each other in the face of a reliable institutional 

order—that is, institution-based trust. In the latter case, the target of trust is not an institution but 

another actor situated within an institutionally regulated environment (Bachmann & Inkpen, 

2011). In institution-based trust, institutions are thus the mechanism underlying trust rather than 

the target of trust. In other words, the institution sets the conditions under which individuals or 

organizations can confidently interact—even without extensive familiarity—because the 

institutional environment reduces uncertainty. It does so by helping to create shared 

understandings of what is appropriate (objectification) and to cultivate rule-based behavioral 

patterns consistent with those understandings (habitualization) (Schilke & Cook, 2013; Tolbert & 

Zucker, 1996). In this special issue, Wang and Lomi (2026) exemplify this principle by showing 
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how institutionalized language frameworks reduce ambiguity, allowing actors to trust one 

another even in the absence of personal familiarity. In other words, a shared “organizational 

vocabulary” can function as an institutional mechanism that clarifies expectations and safeguards 

trust across actors. 

Given these stark differences in understandings, we encourage future researchers to be 

more precise about which form of institutional trust they are addressing: trust in institutions, 

where institutions are the target of trust (e.g., trusting a regulatory body), or institution-based 

trust, where institutions represent the mechanism enabling trust between parties (e.g., formal 

safeguards). At the same time, it is important to acknowledge, and to further elucidate in future 

scholarship, that both forms of institutional trust often intertwine, from both the actors’ and an 

observer’s point of view. For example, do I trust my General Practitioner (GP) as an individual, 

knowing they have undergone extensive mandatory medical education and specialist training? Or 

is my trust directed toward the broader medical system—with its research, teachings, and 

professional standards—of which my GP is merely one interchangeable representative? In the 

first scenario, my trust targets an individual and is informed by my understanding of the 

institutional environment; in the second, it is directed primarily toward an abstract system. 

The dual nature of institutional trust raises a puzzling conundrum concerning the 

interplay between the two forms. For trust formation to be facilitated by institutions, trust in 

those institutions is required. That is, institutional trust appears both as a precondition and an 

outcome of trust-building processes. This logic points to a chicken-and-egg problem: institutions 

can create conditions that make it easier for individual or collective actors to trust one another, 

but these same institutions must themselves be trusted by those actors in the first place. If actors 

doubt an institution’s trustworthiness, the institution will be less able to foster trust among those 
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actors, causing a ripple effect. As trust in institutions decreases—a trend that appears to be 

supported by several recent studies across the globe (OECD, 2024; Pew Research Center, 

2024)—institutions lose their ability to guarantee expectations between actors. This shift, in turn, 

can deepen interpersonal or interorganizational distrust, further diminishing faith in the broader 

system and resulting in a downward spiral of suspicion. 

Attempts to break this vicious cycle (Masuch, 1985) can take two diametrically opposed 

forms: authoritative and participative. In an authoritative approach, institutions respond by 

centralizing decision-making authority and imposing strict oversight. Doing so can re-establish 

order swiftly and ensure compliance, providing a sense of stability and predictability. However, 

such top-down methods can also alienate stakeholders by appearing heavy-handed, stifling 

innovation, or overlooking local conditions. By contrast, a participative approach involves 

distributing decision-making power among a broader group of stakeholders—citizens, 

employees, or industry representatives—and encouraging ongoing input. While this approach 

fosters a deeper sense of shared ownership and may promote more resilient, long-term trust, it 

can be time-consuming, expensive, and prone to gridlock if consensus proves elusive. 

Ultimately, the choice to use one of these approaches—or to blend elements of both—will 

depend on context, urgency, the resources available for institutional reform, and the 

understanding of the recursiveness of the process. 

Against the background of such considerations, multiple questions arise, all of which call 

for more conceptual but also empirical research. For example, when (if ever) does a downward 

spiral of institution-based trust decline reach a point of no return? Are there any identifiable 

thresholds and/or early—or indeed final—warning signs in the process of trust decline? Are there 

any combinations of institutional factors and arrangements which are more robust than others 
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when a process of trust decline begins? Or, conversely, are there any institutional arrangements 

or crucial factors which are specifically vulnerable when trust in and between organizations, as 

well as in society as a whole, is in decline? 

 

The Relationship Between Institutions and Advanced Technologies 

Advanced technologies3 increasingly constitute the digital infrastructure of contemporary 

institutional arrangements. Digital platforms, AI systems, and blockchain technologies are not 

just tools; they are increasingly setting the rules by which economic exchanges take place. In this 

sense, technology embeds trust in formal structures and processes—humans come to rely not on 

interpersonal or interorganizational ties but on algorithmic protocols and code. This view is 

consistent with recent work noting that as code-based systems interpose between actors, trust 

production shifts from interpersonal histories to institutional signals (Lumineau, Schilke, et al., 

2023). In other words, individuals and organizations may trust not because of familiarity with the 

other party but because of a blockchain's ledger or an automated contract (Wang et al., 2022). In 

this special issue, Wang et al. (2026) examine digital affordances (verifiability, targetability, and 

protectability) that embed trust into technology. They find these features can activate impersonal, 

system-based trust and also enhance interpersonal trust, as positive platform experiences foster 

generalized trust extending beyond the platform and into society at large. Thus, technology can 

act as a trust-building and -maintaining institution, offering predictable rules and reputational 

signals (e.g., ratings, certification algorithms) that substitute for traditional institutional 

safeguards. 

How do technology-based institutions differ from traditional ones in shaping trust? 

Traditional institutions (e.g., governments, the financial system, regulatory bodies, and 
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established practices) are built on long histories and personal or organizational accountability, 

whereas digital institutions rely on algorithms and data flows. In the past, a prospective bank 

client applying for a loan would book an in‑person meeting to negotiate with the local bank 

manager, often a respected figure knowledgeable about local business matters and actors. That 

traditional setup did more than stage a conversation; it embedded the exchange in a visible 

hierarchy of responsibility and community norms. Repeated interactions accumulated 

reputational capital on both sides: reliable borrowers earned discretion, faster approvals, and 

better terms, while prudent lending enhanced the manager’s standing. Today, however, a bank 

client often searches online for the best loan offer from a domestic or foreign bank and receives 

automated offers from banks’ algorithmic systems via online applications. Interpersonal 

relationships in banking have given way to automated decision‑making mediated by online 

market transactions (Basten & Ongena, 2024). 

Algorithmic systems have long been viewed as asocial tools—just bytes, zeros, and ones. 

Recently, the rapid adoption of large language models (LLMs) such as ChatGPT—which provide 

an easily accessible natural‑language interface—is changing how humans may perceive them, 

even as potential team members (Needleman, 2025). Some algorithmic systems, such as Replika, 

are adopted as friends, leading users to develop affect‑based trust. In 2025, therapy is cited as the 

most popular use of AI (Zao-Sanders, 2025), and its effectiveness depends on trust in the service. 

This raises a central question: is trust in an algorithmic agent similar to—or different from—trust 

in another human? The answer matters because the landscape is evolving quickly and in 

unexpected ways. As Sam Altman, OpenAI’s CEO, observed, “people are beginning to sound 

like LLMs” (Tan, 2025). We may be entering a new form of “mono‑social” relationship in which 

people bond with algorithmic systems. What are the consequences for human-to-human 
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relationships—at work and at home—if previously essential personal interactions become less 

central? 

Human dispositions to trust vary, and some people may be more willing to trust 

algorithmic systems that do not criticize or judge but may even flatter users (Bharadwaj et al., 

2025). This type of trust—neither mutual nor based on the trustor’s cognitive evaluation or the 

trustee’s benevolence—can lead to situations where users are manipulated into spending more 

money on systems or, worse, into actions that are harmful, unlawful, or dangerous. At the same 

time, underserved populations needing therapeutic services and tailored special education can 

also benefit greatly from algorithmic services. The question then becomes: how should these 

services be built to serve vulnerable users? Under which conditions could trust in the service 

providers and the algorithmic systems behind the services be warranted? We assume that higher 

user trust in institutions would allow a greater degree of automated decision‑making and the 

adoption of artificial intelligence, but this is also a question for empirical research. 

Increasingly, scholarly and professional users benefit from AI services and use them 

analytically, understanding their limitations, the risk of mistakes, and occasional hallucinations. 

They trust but verify. This development may ease their work and foster efficiency and creativity 

(Mollick, 2024); yet, in the long run, avid AI use may change how people interact with and trust 

other humans—especially if prompt‑based conversations with AI replace talking with a 

colleague or friend. AI is likely to change both the quantity and quality of social interaction with 

other humans. How it changes social interaction and related trust in society is a critical research 

question. When, how, and in what contexts does it bring benefits, and where might it be harmful 

in the long run? Researchers envision “a budding field of social AI” (Tsvetkova et al., 2024, p. 

1865) as relationships between humans and algorithms become ever more complex. 
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An open question is how the use of algorithmic systems affects trust in institutions over 

the long term. We propose that when stakeholders trust the relevant institution, the adoption 

process is fair, and the system benefits all parties, trust in the institution may become higher and 

more stable. However, if trust fails—either among the parties involved or in the process itself—

algorithmic systems could erode institutional trust. Automation may also reduce opportunities for 

situated trust repair when facework between institutions and stakeholders is minimized. In 

algorithmic regimes, trust shifts toward coded rules and signals—ranging from algorithmic 

consistency and consensus protocols to system‑generated reputation scores—often bypassing 

individual or organizational identities (Lumineau, Schilke, et al., 2023). When algorithmic 

systems are supplied with data that are fair and aligned with societal norms, algorithmic and 

institutional logics can reinforce one another; for example, smart contracts embed legal norms in 

code, aligning algorithmic certainty with institutional accountability. However, they can also 

clash when data are biased and governance is unclear. When AI decisions are opaque, they may 

violate stakeholders’ expectations of professional norms or legal fairness. Finally, as rapidly 

developing AI becomes a focal player in geopolitics (Roberts et al., 2024), there is a need for 

supranational, trusted infrastructures to govern AI use in ways that are broadly accepted and that 

build trust among users around the globe. Disentangling when digital trust mechanisms substitute 

for vs. complement traditional institutional trust at different levels of analysis is thus a key 

frontier for future research. 

 

The Dual Nature of Advanced Technologies in Trust Under Uncertainty 

In uncertain times, advanced technologies can play a dual, double-edged role in trust dynamics. 

On the one hand, digital platforms and tools often reduce uncertainty and facilitate trust by 



 36 

improving information flow and predictability. For example, online marketplaces lower 

information asymmetry among strangers by providing profiles, ratings, and verification checks 

(Abrahao et al., 2017; Aguiar et al., 2024; Möhlmann, 2021). In a similar way, AI can broaden 

the kinds of information decision-makers can access (Faraj et al., 2022), while also taking over 

everyday tasks like coordinating work and managing contracts (Murray, Kuban, et al., 2021). 

These capabilities can make transactions more efficient and reliable; for example, automated 

fraud detectors in banking can rapidly halt suspicious payments (Hernandez Aros et al., 2024). In 

contexts of crisis or abrupt change, features like platform verifiability actually enable strangers to 

build mutual trust when other institutions are faltering (Majchrzak & More, 2011). Likewise, in 

this special issue, Bird’s (2026) study on global peer-to-peer platform markets finds that, by 

leveraging institutional verification, culturally distant users can partly overcome trust deficits. 

The study illustrates how platform-driven accreditation offsets social biases and bolsters trust 

under uncertain conditions, thereby broadening engagement, even among strangers who share 

few norms, experiences, or cultural reference points. 

However, in some contexts, advanced technologies can also amplify uncertainty and 

undermine trust. Algorithms often lack transparency, making it difficult for users to understand 

decision rationales (Stroud et al., 2025) and thus potentially breeding suspicion or misplaced 

trust. Studies of AI in organizations show that when professionals cannot see how an AI system 

reaches a diagnosis or recommendation, they may not trust the system (Lebovitz et al., 2022). 

Advanced systems can also entrench outdated practices; by retaining old coordination routines 

and failing to adapt to novel situations, they create algorithmic inertia that masks emerging 

problems (Omidvar et al., 2023). Moreover, the anthropomorphic design of AI agents can further 
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complicate trust; for example, personable AI assistants (e.g., voice bots) foster emotional bonds 

with users, creating affect-based trust that risks manipulation (Akbulut et al., 2024).  

In sum, the trust–technology paradox arises precisely because the same features that 

allow advanced systems to verify and enforce trustworthy behavior—speed, scale, and 

automated decision-making—also introduce opacity, rigidity, and the possibility for emotional 

manipulation, thereby creating new uncertainties and ultimately increasing, rather than 

decreasing, the demand for trust. 

In general, individuals tend to be wary of algorithm-supported decision-making (Schilke 

& Reimann, 2025), but sometimes they actually prefer it. In fact, research shows that individuals 

tend to trust algorithmic decisions more than human judgment under some conditions. This 

tendency—which Logg et al. (2019) call “algorithm appreciation”—has been observed not only 

when consistency or objectivity is paramount but also in tasks involving more subjective 

predictions. Relatedly, Dennis et al. (2023) find that people often perceive AI “teammates” with 

high competence and integrity, though less benevolence than their human counterparts. In these 

ways, technology stands in for traditional trustees, with the confidence placed in it hinging on its 

technical competence, bolstered by governance measures such as regulatory oversight 

(Hillebrand et al., 2025). 

With this in mind, we ask: Under what conditions do advanced technologies bolster trust, 

and when do they erode it? Trust-fostering technologies tend to incorporate clear feedback and 

reputation mechanisms (e.g., traceable transactions, certification algorithms) and operate in 

domains where data are rich and decisions can be audited. Conversely, when algorithmic 

processes are perceived as black boxes or when technology undermines human agency, trust may 

falter. From a human‑agency perspective, people navigate trust and control over algorithmic 
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systems differently depending on context and experience. For example, someone might accept 

the opacity of Uber’s pricing in exchange for flexibility, speed, and safety, yet refuse to rely on 

Tesla’s Autopilot in poor weather in an unfamiliar city. Which design features, user 

competencies, and contextual factors cause technology to act as a trust-builder rather than a trust-

disruptor? Unpacking these dynamics will help determine when technology makes trust easier or 

harder in uncertain environments. 

 

Advanced Technologies as a Trustor 

Unlike previous forms of automation, advanced technologies can assume three roles in the 

context of trust—not only infrastructure and trustee, as discussed above, but also trustor, actively 

evaluating others’ trustworthiness. Algorithms routinely render trust-laden judgments and 

decisions. In finance, credit-scoring models decide which loan applicants seem creditworthy 

(Nwafor et al., 2024), and fraud detection systems halt transactions they deem suspicious 

(Hernandez Aros et al., 2024). On digital platforms, AI-driven content filters flag posts as 

untrustworthy or harmful (Gongane et al., 2022). Even in hiring, structured machine-learning 

tools identify and recommend promising job candidates, sometimes with greater consistency and 

less bias than human managers (König & Langer, 2022). Researchers note this situation can 

represent a fundamental reversal: whereas humans once managed technology, now humans are 

“managed” by AI, at least in certain decision processes (Hillebrand et al., 2025).4 Ultimately, 

configurations in which humans and intelligent systems jointly shape decisions—coined 

“conjoined agency” by Murray, Rhymer, et al. (2021)—may be the way forward, and more 

research is needed to determine how they might achieve optimal decision‑making outcomes 

(Vaccaro et al., 2024). For instance, once certain conditions are met, blockchain-based smart 
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contracts can execute agreements automatically, and decentralized autonomous organizations 

(DAOs) can approve funding decisions as soon as sufficient members vote, without human 

intervention or technological override (Lumineau et al., 2021). As technology accrues agency 

and gains the capacity to decide whom or what to trust, criteria for trustworthiness and lines of 

accountability shift. 

How should accountability and evaluation change when technology itself is the trustor? If 

a smart contract executes a payment erroneously, who is responsible—the programmers, the 

users, or the code itself, which by its nature cannot be held accountable? Current discussions in 

AI ethics emphasize that trust requires answerability; systems must provide explanations for their 

actions, and designers must define stakeholders’ rights and obligations. For instance, in their 

taxonomies of AI trustworthiness, Afroogh et al. (2024) highlight a range of criteria (e.g., safety, 

accuracy, robustness, fairness) that must be transparently ensured. What governance models and 

trust metrics should apply to algorithmic decision-making? Scholars increasingly call for 

integrated frameworks that combine technical standards with ethical guidelines, complemented 

by hybrid oversight that keeps humans in the loop where needed (Gehman et al., 2025). 

Importantly, we should ask: When will human judgment remain indispensable, and when can we 

safely delegate trust to algorithms? In narrow, data-rich tasks, algorithms may outperform 

humans, but in opaque, rapidly changing environments, human contextual and ethical judgment 

still seems crucial (Faraj et al., 2022). Empirical studies show that experts often ignore AI 

recommendations that lack transparency, incorporating algorithmic input only when they can 

interrogate the system’s reasoning and thereby establish sufficient trust in its outputs (Lebovitz et 

al., 2022). Investigating these boundary conditions—for example, through experiments on 

human–AI teaming or longitudinal field studies of autonomous systems—will clarify how trust 
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in advanced technologies evolves and how it can be balanced with accountability and human 

oversight. 

 

Complications and Conclusions 

In uncertain times, trust poses a challenge for individual as well as collective actors, who often 

have to trust not only other individuals but also organizations, interorganizational arrangements, 

and institutions more broadly. A need for more institution-based trust or “system trust” 

(Bachmann, 2001, pp. 347-349, with reference to Giddens and Luhmann) coincides with 

increased questioning of tested and proven institutions. Weakening institutions and emerging 

technologies introduce new complexities to trust-building, -maintaining, and -repairing. More 

than ever, organizational actors must trust technologies whose functioning, in the era of 

algorithmic systems and digital platforms, has become increasingly opaque and thus harder to 

trust. On the other hand, these same digital platforms, such as those based on blockchain 

technology, are able to provide transparency to such an extent that they may even substitute for 

interpersonal or interorganizational trust (Wang et al., 2022).  

Individuals and collective actors are confronted with complications that we, in this 

editorial, frame as three paradoxes: (1) the trust–uncertainty paradox, which makes clear that 

trust is both most crucial and hardest to establish when uncertainty cannot be reduced to risk 

because of a lack of both information and control; (2) the trust–institution paradox, which shows 

that institutions such as rules and regulations—possible sources of institution-based trust—are 

most needed but least trusted when uncertainty is high; and (3) the trust–technology paradox, 

which emerges when advanced technologies intended to reduce the need for trust create 

uncertainty and new demands for trust. In times of extreme uncertainty, all three paradoxes tend 
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to coexist, change frequently (if not constantly), and have to be simultaneously “managed”—that 

is, mitigated, transformed, or simply tolerated when overcoming them is not possible. On a more 

theoretical level, the need arises to develop a deeper understanding of how these paradoxes 

manifest and interact (i.e., how they co-exist, co-develop, and co-persist) and how, more often 

than not, they persist as enduring tensions—rarely eliminated outright but manageable through 

organizational design and governance. In addition, it is necessary to further investigate what this 

means for the complication of managing and organizing. To some extent, this complexity applies 

even to the papers published in this special issue. Individually and collectively, they certainly 

advance our understanding of these complications for individuals and organizations, particularly 

with regard to recent developments of advanced technologies that require system trust more than 

others. However, at the same time, the papers—and their limitations across measurement 

choices, the need for more granular data that capture materialities and mixed trust signals, and a 

tendency to privilege internal over external dynamics—along with our editorial, underscore the 

continuing need to advance trust research, despite decades of extant work in management and 

organization studies.  

This need can be outlined in the form of a pluralistic, interdisciplinary program for 

research on trust-building, -maintaining, and -repairing. Such a program should be more process-

oriented than previous research; thus, it should adopt a less linear or parallel but instead more 

recursive or conjunctive style of process theorizing (Cloutier & Langley, 2020). These latter two 

styles are more sensitive to unforeseeable dynamics, reciprocal causations, unintended 

consequences, and emerging tensions and contradictions, regardless of which of the three 

paradoxes cause them. Recursive and conjunctive processes have too often remained 

underexplored, although they can contribute significantly to either a self-weakening or—as in the 
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case of “trust traps” (Möllering & Sydow, 2019)—a self-reinforcing trust development. Often 

this occurs in such a way that an ex-ante assessment of whether a virtuous or vicious cycle 

(Masuch, 1985) is involved may be difficult or impossible. This complication challenges even 

theories of trust and trusting that avoid a one-sided focus on either action or structure by 

adopting a more balanced (e.g., practice-based) perspective. Such a perspective conceives 

agency and structure as a duality, thus acknowledging their mutual constitution (Giddens, 1984), 

and it does so across different levels of analysis (Lumineau & Schilke, 2018): from the 

individual and team/organizational subsystem via the whole organization and interorganizational 

arrangement to field- and society-level institutions, and vice versa.  

A more processual research program on trust and trusting in general and on “trust-as-

practice” (Mahama & Chua, 2016) in particular must—as general management and organization 

studies already commonly do (Blagoev et al., 2024; Reinecke & Ansari, 2017)—more seriously 

consider time and temporalities such as duration, time horizon, tempo (including 

acceleration/deceleration), rhythm, and timing. Such a “temporal turn” in trust research promises 

to better capture not only the complex relationships between trust and uncertainty (as depicted in 

Figure 1) but also the potentially weakening, mitigating, stabilizing, safeguarding, or reinforcing 

roles played by institutions and technologies.  

However, this approach also requires appropriate research designs and methodologies. 

More often than not, extensive longitudinal studies are necessary; at the same time, intensive, 

ethnographic case studies are also needed to complement (perhaps in the context of mixed-

method approaches) the still-popular interview and survey designs. In addition, the action 

research and other methods that Van de Ven (2007) aptly summarized under the heading of 

“engaged scholarship” should be given more attention in research on trust within and across 
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organizations. Only this approach will adequately account for the efficacy of different types and 

levels of uncertainty and trust relevant in processes of trust constitution within and among 

organizations, particularly in the current uncertain times that are likely to continue in the future. 

In sum, our examination of the three trust paradoxes underscores both the urgency and 

the promise of renewed scholarship on organizational trust. By embracing the complex, 

interwoven processes that shape trust in today’s uncertain environments, future research can 

illuminate more robust and context-specific pathways for building and maintaining trust. With 

thorough theoretical integration and adequate empirical methods, we can move beyond generic 

calls for “more trust” and provide tangible strategies for fortifying and sustaining collaboration 

within today’s uncertain organizational and societal landscapes. 
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Notes 

1 There are, of course, two established analytic approaches: one treats uncertainty as the 

condition that renders trust necessary (uncertainty → trust), while the other emphasizes how 

uncertainty undermines the predictability on which trust depends (uncertainty ↘ trust). We use 

“paradox” descriptively to denote their unavoidable co‑presence in practice—not a irreconcilable 

logical contradiction (Putnam et al., 2016)—and our framework specifies when each logic 

dominates and how they interact. 

2 By “ignore,” we mean backgrounding uncertainty: when situations are seen as highly 

institutionalized and typical (Tolbert & Zucker, 1996), actors may primarily rely on heuristics 

(Tost, 2011) and proceed without closely scrutinizing residual unknowns—i.e., they suspend 

uncertainty and act “as if” reliability holds (Luhmann, 1979; Möllering, 2006b). 

3 While we speak of advanced technologies broadly, we recognize that distinct digital 

innovations (e.g., AI, blockchain) may have different implications for trust. When we refer to AI, 

we distinguish it from other technologies following Anthony et al. (2023, p. 1673), who highlight 

that “AI has three specific material characteristics, constant change, invisibility, and 

inscrutability, that may challenge traditional approaches to the study of technology and work,” 

and Kemp (2024, p. 619), who note that “AI can be thought of as possessing a distinct form of 

agentic rationality that increasingly allows machines to perform cognitive tasks at a level 

equaling or surpassing human performance.” Further, for the discussion of rationality vs. 

anthropomorphism, we refer to Ramaul et al. (forthcoming). Owing to space constraints, we do 

not exhaustively address these variations here, but we would welcome future research that 

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9359-7242
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disentangles how specific technological forms—varying along relevant characteristics such as 

complexity or transparency—uniquely shape trust-building processes. 

4 Very recently, we’ve seen this backfire in HR: vast numbers of AI‑generated job applications 

are being evaluated by automated screening tools, raising questions about whether the approach 

is workable (Elkin, 2025). 
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Figure 1: An Integrative Model of the Uncertainty–Trust Interface 
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Table 1: The Special Issue at a Glance 
 
Special Issue 
Article 

Setting Key Insights on Trust under Uncertainty Primary Trust 
Paradox 

Vandekerckhove 
et al. (2026) 

Internal whistleblowing 
channels 

Trust signals—of ability, benevolence, integrity, transparency, and 
identification—must be sequenced across stakeholders over time 
 

Trust–uncertainty 

Friedrich et al. 
(2026) 

German Federal Fiscal 
Court 

Fidelity mechanisms—recognition, selection, and socialization—reproduce 
reliable trust objects despite personnel turnover, stabilizing trust through time 
 

Trust–institution 

Wang and Lomi 
(2026) 

Top‑management team 
across subsidiaries 

Shared vocabularies—common language and identity‑anchored terms—foster 
interpersonal trust and allow ties to traverse unit boundaries 
 

Trust–institution 

Wang et al. 
(2026) 

COVID‑19 mutual‑aid 
platform  

Digital affordances—verifiability, targetability, protectability—create 
institution‑based trust that can deepen into emotional trust 
 

Trust–technology 

Bird (2026) 
 

Global peer‑to‑peer 
lodging market 

Accreditation—platform verification—helps culturally distant participants close 
trust gaps, while reputation—signals from prior exchange—can widen them 

Trust–technology 
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Table 2: Mapping the Trust–Uncertainty Nexus 
 
Key Theme Core Idea Illustrative 

Examples/References 
Implications for 
Future Research 

The effect of 
uncertainty on 
trust: negative 
view 

Increased uncertainty can 
erode trust by amplifying 
perceived ambiguity and 
creating room for 
opportunism. 

Trust games (Bohnet et 
al., 2008); 
Interorganizational 
deterioration of trust 
(Das & Teng, 1998); 
Public trust declines in 
uncertain times 
(Stevenson & Wolfers, 
2011) 
 

Investigate when and 
why actors respond to 
uncertainty with 
heightened vigilance 
vs. opportunistic 
exploitation. 

The effect of 
uncertainty on 
trust: positive 
view 

Uncertainty is the “condition 
of possibility” for trust. 
Trust can be a “leap of faith” 
compensating for incomplete 
information. Collective 
norms often arise under 
uncertainty, enhancing 
cooperation. 

Experimental findings 
(Kollock, 1994; 
Yamagishi et al., 1998);  
Cohesion effect under 
uncertainty (Zand, 
1972);  
Cultural norms 
emerging in uncertain 
settings (Fehr & 
Fischbacher, 2004) 
 

Examine how and when 
uncertainty prompts 
actors to develop 
deeper, more cohesive 
relationships. Explore 
the boundary 
conditions of “leap of 
faith” scenarios. 

Reconciling 
contradictions: 
null, nonlinear, & 
contingent 

Null effect: Opposing forces 
may cancel each other out. 
Nonlinearity: Inverse U-
shaped patterns suggest trust 
peaks at moderate 
uncertainty.  
Contingencies: The effect of 
uncertainty on trust depends 
on factors like uncertainty 
type (behavioral vs. 
environmental) and cultural 
environment, among others. 
 

Polarization 
phenomena where 
uncertainty leads to 
both high trust and 
deep distrust (Kollock, 
1994); 
Curvilinear models 
(Kydd, 2000); 
Multiple contingencies 
(Schilke & Cook, 2015) 

Study trust polarization 
as a variable in its own 
right. 
Test inverse U-shaped 
relationships in 
different contexts to 
pinpoint thresholds. 
Investigate how each 
contingency 
specifically moderates 
uncertainty’s impact on 
trust. 

The effect of trust 
on uncertainty 

Trust can reduce uncertainty 
through expectation 
stabilization and relational 
safeguarding. 

High-trust workplaces 
require fewer formal 
oversight mechanisms 
(Dirks & Ferrin, 2002); 
Trust fosters “as if” 
dependability 
(Luhmann, 1979);  
Self-regulating norms 
mitigate opportunism  
 

Conduct studies that 
explicitly measure how 
trust alters perceived 
uncertainty over time. 
Investigate potential 
pitfalls (e.g., blind trust 
leading to oversights or 
vulnerability). 

Trust and 
uncertainty: 
interactive effects 
on outcomes 

Positive interaction: Under 
high uncertainty, trust “fills 
the gap”, fostering 
cooperation.  

Joint ventures in 
emerging markets 
benefit from trust under 
uncertainty (Krishnan 

Explore tipping points 
where trust shifts from 
asset to liability. 
Develop guidelines for 
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Negative interaction: High 
uncertainty can magnify 
misplaced trust, creating 
complacency or “strategic 
blindness”. 
Different boundary 
conditions determine 
whether trust is functional or 
maladaptive. 
 

et al., 2016);  
“Dark side of trust” 
becomes salient if 
partners fail to monitor 
volatile environments 
(McEvily et al., 2003) 

managers on how to 
calibrate trust-building 
under rapidly changing 
conditions.  
Examine synergy with 
formal contracts or 
monitoring to balance 
trust and vigilance. 

Effectiveness of 
trust production 
modes as a 
function of 
uncertainty 

Trust production can be 
differentiated as process-
based, characteristic-based, 
or institution-based. 
The effectiveness of these 
different modes differs 
according to the level of 
uncertainty. 

Process-based and 
institution-based trust 
production is more 
effective when 
uncertainty is high; 
characteristic-based 
trust production is 
adaptive when 
uncertainty is low 
(Schilke et al., 2017) 
 

Examine how 
uncertainty shifts 
actors’ reliance among 
trust production modes. 
Test interactions among 
trust modes under 
varying levels of 
uncertainty. 

Leveraging the 
integrated 
framework 

A reciprocal and multi-
faceted model shows trust 
and uncertainty co-evolve, 
each acting as both cause 
and consequence. The model 
encourages cross-
disciplinary dialogue 
(economics, sociology, 
psychology). 

Integrative frameworks 
highlight virtuous vs. 
vicious cycles of trust–
uncertainty dynamics 
(Yamagishi, 2011) 

Develop advanced 
methodological 
approaches 
(longitudinal data, 
agent-based models, 
experiments) to capture 
reciprocal effects. 
Study how managers 
can strategically 
leverage or reduce 
uncertainty to enable 
trust dynamics. 
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