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Abstract

Technological advances in the areas of transportation and communication have
led to an increasing global workplace. As a result, employees around the world are often
confronted with co-workers from diverse cultural and socio-demographic backgrounds.
Moreover, groups are becoming ubiquitous, so the use of cross-functional teams that are
comprised of individuals from different cultural backgrounds has become widespread.
The importance of member cultural differences to the effective functioning of work
groups has been demonstrated by numerous organizational researchers, as have
perceptions of trustworthiness. In this study we surveyed Austrian and American students
regarding trustworthiness and social loafing in three different trustworthiness scenarios.
We found significant differences between populations with regard to comfort level in
trusting other group members, but not with intentions to social loaf. Implications of this
research for organizations and business educators who are utilizing cross cultural or
multi-national teams are discussed as are future research directions.
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Introduction

The world economy is becoming increasingly global due to advances in
technology in the areas of transportation and communication. As a result, employees
around the world are frequently confronted with co-workers from diverse cultural and
socio-demographic backgrounds. Moreover, groups have become ubiquitous, making the
use of cross-functional teams comprised of individuals from different cultural
backgrounds widespread. Given this, the factors impacting the effective functioning of
cross-cultural teams take on increased importance. An examination of the available
literature suggests that two of these factors are perceptions of trustworthiness and social
loafing. In this effort, Austrian and American students were surveyed with regard to
perceptions of trustworthiness and social loafing in work groups. Significant differences
were found in several areas. The implications of these outcomes are discussed and
present some avenues for future research.

The elements of trustworthiness

The importance of expectations of others’ actions on the behavior of work group
members has been well documented (Olsen 1971, Earley, 1989). An impressive stream
of research supports the notion that trust and perceptions of trustworthiness are
fundamental factors in understanding interpersonal behavior in a group setting (Hosmer,
1995; Hirsch 1978). Specifically, perceptions of trustworthiness with regard to effective
organizational and work group functioning has been explored by numerous researchers.
Flaherty and Pappas (2000) found support for a link between employee trust in
management and satisfaction and commitment. Spreitzer and Mishra (1999) concluded
that manager’s trust in employees is related to an increase in the manager’s inclusion of
lower level employees in decision making, which is, in turn, associated with higher
productivity and employee morale. Further, there is some evidence that employee
adjustments to organizational change may be facilitated by higher levels of interpersonal
trust (Raghuram, Gamd, Wiesenfeld, & Gupta, 2001).

The concepts of trust and trustworthiness have been defined by researchers in a
number of ways. Luhmann (1988) suggested that trust is related to situations that involve
recognized risk, while Deutsch (1960) equated trust with confidence in another’s ability
and intentions. Dasgupta (1988) and Gabarro (1978) emphasized the idea of
predictability in their definitions. Mayer, Davis and Schoorman (1995), defined trust, as
“the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on the
expectation that the other party will perform a particular action important to the trustor,
irrespective of the ability to monitor or control that other party (p.712)”. This definition
was also adopted by Mayer and Norman (2004), and will be used for purposes of this
paper.

An important distinction between trust and trustworthiness has been made by
several authors, including Mayer et al. (1995) and Mayer and Norman (2004). As defined
above, they characterize trust as essentially a behavioral intention, whereas they propose
that trustworthiness is a judgment about that party consisting of several key dimensions,
which may subsequently impact behaviors. An individual makes an assessment of the
trustworthiness of another party when determining how much to trust that other party.
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When examining the behavior and behavioral intentions of individuals, the concept of
trustworthiness is factor with regard to work group functioning because of its relationship
to the behavior of members.

The elements of trust and perceptions of trustworthiness with regard to effective
organizational and work group functioning has been explored by numerous researchers.
The importance of expectations of others’ actions on the behavior of work group
members has been well documented (Olsen 1971, Earley, 1989). Flaherty and Pappas
(2000) found support for a link between employee trust in management and satisfaction
and commitment. Spreitzer and Mishra (1999) concluded that managers’ trust in
employees is related to an increase in the manager’s inclusion of lower level employees
in decision making, which is, in turn, associated with higher productivity and employee
morale. Further, there is some evidence that employee adjustments to organizational
change may be facilitated by higher levels of interpersonal trust (Raghuram, Gamd,
Wiesenfeld, & Gupta, 2001).

At the organizational level, sales, profits and employee turnover have been shown
to be related to trust (Davis, Shoorman, Mayer, and Tan, 2000). Greater trust between
firms involved in alliances has been connected to higher performance and satisfaction
(Cullen, Johnson, & Sakano, 2000; Mohr & Spekman, 1994). Trust has also been shown
to encourage helpful behaviors such as open communication and information sharing
(Curall & Judge, 1995; Silvadas & Dwyer, 2000) while lessening the need for monitoring
and other control mechanisms (Inkpen & Li, 1999; Volery & Mensik, 1998) between
partners.

In surveying the relevant literature, there appears to be some agreement with
regard to the principal dimensions of trustworthiness (e.g. Cook & Wall, 1980; Griffin,
1967; Good, 1988, Nooteboom, 1996; Lieberman 1981; Ring & Van deVen, 1992; Cook
and Wall, 1980; Deutsch, 1960; Griffin, 1967; Kee & Knox, 1970). For purposes of this
research we chose to adopt the three factor model of interpersonal trustworthiness
(ability, integrity, benevolence) established by Mayer et al. (1995), which draws upon
much of this research.

Trustworthiness and culture

Substantial evidence has been gathered of culturally based differences in values
and individual perceptions (Hofstede, 1980, 1991, 1994, 2001), as well as work group
functioning and related outcomes. For example, Primeaux, Katti, and Caldwell (2003)
found that important work place perceptions such as perceptions of justice are determined
by individualized beliefs, with cultural attributes and demographic characteristics play an
integral part in determining perceptions. Research has also determined that the concepts
of work and family have different significance and importance in different cultures
(Polemans, Spector, Cooper and Allen, 2003).

There is also considerable support for the role of individual differences in the
formation of perceptions of trustworthiness. Caldwell and Clapham (2003), suggest that
trustworthiness is individually determined and based upon variables such as the
individual’s perceptions regarding the relationship with others, and Caldwell and Jeffries
(2001), identify the subjective nature of the interpersonal trustworthiness process as a
factor in differing interpretations of others’ trustworthiness. McKnight, Cummings, &
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Chervany (1998) observed that levels of trust are related to individual factors including
personality, group membership and stereotypes.

Culturally based differences in the ways that individuals form perceptions of co-
workers’ trustworthiness are well documented. North Americans and Asians have been
found to differ with regard to formation of perceptions of trustworthiness and to the
importance of components of trustworthiness (Caldwell & Clapham, 2003). Kim, Ferrin,
Cooper and Dirks (2004), cite variation in work relationships across cultures to support
the notion of individualized reactions to violations of trust. Particularly relevant is the
work of Dunkel and Meierewert (2004) who examined the impact of different cultural
standards on the processes and performance of Austrian, German and Hungarian task
groups. They concluded that there are significant differences between cultures with
regard to behaviors impacting group dynamics. Given the evidence presented by these
streams of research, the following hypothesis is proposed:

Hypothesis 1: For the same scenario, Austrian and American students’ perceptions
of co-worker trustworthiness will be significantly different.

Social loafing and culture

Defined as the decrease in the amount of individual effort put into a task while
doing the task with other people (Latane, Williams and Harkins, 1979), social loafing is
another important variable that may be impacted by group member individual difference.
There is considerable support for the contention that social loafing is related to culturally
based differences. For example, research has compared the effect of collectivistic and
individualistic orientation on the presence and extent of social loafing (Earley, 1989,
1993; Gabrenya, Latane, and Wang, 1983). Earley (1989) found the dimension of
individualism-collectivism to be relevant to social loafing, observing the social loafing
phenomenon for American managers holding individualistic beliefs but not for Chinese
managers holding collectivist beliefs. Jackson and Harkins (1985) found that individuals
in groups contributed effort in relation to the anticipated contributions of other group
members. For example, they found that individuals did not loaf if they worked with
others whom they expected to work hard, but did loaf if they expected their partners to
loaf. Based upon these findings, it seems clear that the conditions under which
individuals exhibit loafing is related to the value orientation of their culture. It is
therefore reasonable to conclude that an individual’s behavior when working with a
group is influenced by their cultural background and by the cultural values of other work
group members.

Hypothesis 2: For the same scenario, Austrian and American students’ intention to
social loaf will be significantly different.

Method

The sample consisted of 100 undergraduate and MBA students at Universities in
Austria and the United States. Respondents had worked in cohort groups in several
classes prior to administration of the survey. Of the total sample 74 were Austrian, and
26 were American.
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Measures

Subjects were asked to complete a survey which included scenarios adapted from
a measure developed by Mayer and Norman (2004). Each scenario represented a
different trustworthiness condition for a coworker, with three elements of trustworthiness
(ability, benevolence, integrity) portrayed as either high or deficient. Participants
provided responses to two dependent variables (perceived trustworthiness and intention
to social loaf) after reading each of the hypothetical situations. A single item was used to
assess perceived trustworthiness. To assess intention to social loaf we modified a 6 item
scale from George (1992).

Analysis

The research design utilizing multiple scenarios and students grouped by
nationality dictated that a repeated measures design be used to remove variability among
subjects due to individual differences. (Stevens, 1992). With the assumption of
sphericity upheld, a repeated measures design in combination with one-way ANOVAs
was used to test the hypotheses.

Results

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for the sample. Means for perceived
trustworthiness and intention to social loaf for the Austrian and American student
populations are reported for each scenario. The repeated measure design multivariate test
found support for a significant difference in perceptions of trustworthiness by nationality
(F=4.37, p=.000) but not for intention to social loaf (F=6.40, p=.256).

The use of post-hoc analysis provided additional support for hypothesis one (see
table 2). Perceptions of trustworthiness were found to be significantly different for
Austrian and American students for scenario 1,where benevolence and integrity were
high, and ability was low (F=5.080, p=.027).

For scenario 2, where benevolence was deficient and ability and integrity were
high, a significant difference was found between means (F=22.045, p=.000). The mean
for the American sample was 2.58 and for the Austrian sample 2.09. This suggests that
for Austrians, a lack of benevolence attributed to a coworker is associated with a decrease
in perceptions of trustworthiness. Finally, no support was found for a significant
difference between means for scenario 3.

Little support was found for hypothesis 2. The multivariate analysis did not
indicate a significant difference for intention to social loaf by nationality. The post-hoc
analysis of variance, however, indicated that the difference between Austrian and
American students’ intention to social loaf for scenario 3, (F=6.158, p=.015) approaches
significance. Overall, only weak support can be ascribed to this hypothesis.

Discussion
This preliminary study suggests that the cultural profile of the members of the

work group may impact the development of perceptions of trustworthiness and, to a
lesser extent, member intention to social loaf. The relatively strong support for the

Trustworthiness and Social Loafing, Page 5



Journal of International Business and Cultural Studies

differences between American and Austrian students with regard to perceptions of co-
worker trustworthiness suggests that integrity and benevolence are differentially
important to individuals form diverse cultural backgrounds. The generally weak support
for the intention to social loaf hypothesis, where only one scenario-specific relationship
was found, suggests that variable may have a more complicated relationship with
individual difference factors than is indicated by the current research model. Therefore,
we conclude that there is some evidence for relationship between culture and perceptions
related to effective work group functioning.

In addition to other cultural backgrounds, future research should examine
heterogeneous and homogeneous work groups to assess the impact of demography on
group process variables. Research in an organizational setting is needed to replicate these
finding as a student work group population may be substantially different from one with
full time working adults. Further, our student population was somewhat unequally
distributed with regard to nationality, and this could have impacted the results. A final
limitation of the current study is the use of exclusive use of self-report measures, which
may not accurately reflect actual behavior.

Conclusion

With the world economy becoming increasingly global and the use of teams
becoming pervasive, organizations must pay attention to the impact of employee cultural
background on variables associated with effective group functioning. This research
suggests that culture is related to how individuals form perceptions of trustworthiness and
possibly intention to social loaf.

The implications for business and business educators are clear. It is likely that
employees will work in groups with individuals that process trust related information
differently. Knowledge about how perceptions of trustworthiness are formed may allow
manages to foresee issues related to work group functioning. For example, freely sharing
information about ability or integrity among work group members with different cultural
backgrounds or encouraging team building to enhance perceptions of benevolence for
intercultural teams may be useful to enhance perceptions of trustworthiness.

In sum, in a global economy that utilizes teams in a number of contexts,
identifying how individuals decide whom they trust may be increasingly important.
Being aware of the issues involved in forming perceptions of trust may facilitate more
effective functioning of the organization.
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Table 1: Means and Standard Deviations for Trustworthiness and Social Loafing

American Austrian
Trustworthiness | Social Trustworthiness | Social
Loafing Loafing
Independent M SD M |(SD (M SD M SD
variable
manipulations
Scenario 1 2.55 1.10 | 4.0 95 2.09 1 3.74 | .67
Ability = deficient
Benevolence= high
Integrity = high
Scenario 2 2.73 1.17 | 3.59 | 1.29 3.96 1.02 3.51 | .86
Ability = high
Benevolence = high
Integrity = deficient
Scenario 3 3.27 1.09 | 4.15 | .98 3.26 .98 3.62 | .83
Ability = high
Benevolence =
deficient
Integrity = high
Table 2: Analysis of Variance for Trustworthiness and Social Loafing
Source of Variation | Trustworthiness Social Loafing
Sum of F Sig Sum of F Sig
Squares Squares
Scenario 1 3.45 5.08 .027 1.09 1.97 |.164
Scenario 2 24.63 22.05 |.000 101 109 | .742
Scenario 3 .000 .00 .992 4.65 6.16 |.015
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