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Motivation, Trust and Engagement in Social 
Media and Online Communities



My Perspective: Examining Online Trust 
through Social Exchange

Human relationships are formed through 
everyday exchanges of valued resources 
on social media (information, goods, 
services). Social exchanges between users 
on social media shape the development of 
trust, community, and solidarity.



For Example: We examine “Online Social Intelligence”: High Trust 
(more willing to interact with others) combined with High Caution 
(healthy skepticism of others)
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The core idea of Online Social Intelligence is that individuals who are more trusting also interact more, open to new opportunities..BUT, when this is combined with higher caution (tendency to be cautious of others and interactions),  we find careful risk-takers.We have examined the role of these careful risk-takers in both laboratory studies as well as survey research.



Who are among the most careful, privacy-
aware Internet users?
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HIGH trust coupled with HIGH caution is a rare case (and counterintuitive), but these folks display higher Internet Discretion.So, individuals who have high trust and high caution claim to pay more attention to security, online behavior, privacy.



“I gave him a little cash for coffee so that also 
made me feel good that I at least somehow 
paid the favor back to him. So then; I did not 
feel at all that I would have been a burden.”

The social exchange approach also helps us to uncover discomforts to 
building trust in online communities, such as indebtedness in online 
sharing economies

See: Lampinen, Airi, Vilma Lehtinen, Coye Cheshire and Emmi Suhonen. 
(2013). "Indebtedness and Reciprocity in Local Online Exchange." Proceedings 
of the 2013 ACM conference on Computer-Supported Cooperative Work 
(CSCW 2013).
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Our research on exchange experiences in the sharing economy: highlights some of the downsides of sharing goods through social media and online platforms (sense of indebtedness). The concepts of reciprocity and indebtedness can help us understand what makes participation challenging at times



How Do People Signal Trustworthiness 
in Social Media? 

Symbols
indicators of trust-
warranting 
properties in a person 
(e.g., self-provided badges)

Symptoms
by-product of actions that
are associated with trust
(e.g., thoughtful comments, 
response times)
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Symbols as what Judith Donath calls Conventional Signals: seals as an online seller, or “Golds Gym t-shirt”Symptoms as Assessment Signals: large numbers of customer reviews, or “muscular physique”



Interpersonal Online Trust Always 
Involves Risk and Uncertainty

Interpersonal Trust involves
repeated interactions between 
parties that involve risk-taking, 
in the presence of uncertainty.

Online communities and social 
media often create assurances 
that attempt to reduce risk and 
uncertainty.
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Risk: what is at stake.Uncertainty: ambiguity about a given outcome.We can apply the trust process to individuals and organizations: Protests, Disarmament, Peace negotiations (slowly backing down over a long period of time to assess others’ intentions)



Research Shows that Interpersonal Trust Actually Declines with 
Increased Assurances in Technology-Mediated Social Exchange
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Key point is that as uncertainty goes up, potential for trust to develop does as well. When assurances are used, interpersonal trust goes down.This is controlling for participants’ experience of cooperation– these are high coop environments.
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Many social media companies invest in 
assurances at the expense of interpersonal trust
Paradoxically, assurance structures (monitoring 
and sanctioning) can actually reduce the 
possibility of ongoing trust relations between 
users. Which is more important to your 
platform?

Core Lesson:



User-generated reputation 
systems as another “solution” 
to building online trust

Coye Cheshire, UC Berkeley
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Two Primary Types of Reputation Systems

Implicit

Explicit
Ratings by others

Derived from behavior
Join Date: Mar 2004
Posts: 22
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Explicit — users specifically asked to rate the worth or performance of others.Implicit — e.g., reply-to-post ratio.  Aggregations of behavioral data.



The problem with user-generated reputation 
ratings (of people, things etc)…
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https://www.slideshare.net/ASOBarcamp/asobarcamp-2-ratings-and-reviews-aso-
impact-and-leverage-of-review-optimisation-thomas-petit-8fitcom
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Is our interpretation of star ratings a bug or a feature? Some argue it’s a bug b/c people do not treat star ratings as an ordinal variable, where difference between 1,2,3, etc are all equal.Others point out that this is just human nature– we apply norms to our own experience with such ratings.
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Apple Watch 
Health Info

Nike Band Ford Efficiency Monitor

We can help users create personally meaningful 
evaluations of reputation by leveraging flexibility (and 
even ambiguity)

Core Lesson:



Last But Not Least…Cross-Cultural 
Differences Matter!

Coye Cheshire, UC Berkeley



Some of our early cross-societal work: 
Trust-Building Processes in US and Japan

From: Cook, Yamagishi, Cheshire et al., “Trust via Risk-Taking” (2005), Social Psychology Quarterly
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We looked at same trust game in US and Japan, over many trials lasting over an hour.Players could choose how much to entrust to their partner (trusting), as well as whether to return anything entrusted to them (cooperation)Individuals were partnered with either the same fixed-partner or a new, random partner on every trial.From this figure:1) Americans took more risks and trusted their partners more than did the Japanese– even in the random-partner exchanges. But, process worked exactly the same.We compared to the same game where individuals did not decide the amount to entrust.2) The opportunity to choose the level of risk involved in trusting another helps to improve the level of mutual cooperation for both American and Japanese participants.
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				American fixed-partner PD		American fixed-partner PD/D		American random-partner PD/D		Japanese/fixed-partner PD		Japanese/fixed-partner PD/D		Japanese/random-partner PD/D

		1		0.3		0.371		0.573		0.43		0.463		0.504

		2		0.406		0.3		0.508		0.484		0.408		0.58

		3		0.3		0.271		0.486		0.446		0.359		0.552

		4		0.306		0.257		0.513		0.365		0.324		0.419

		5		0.225		0.235		0.482		0.399		0.369		0.447

		6		0.687		0.828		0.621		0.673		0.732		0.566

		7		0.65		0.814		0.552		0.646		0.734		0.461

		8		0.518		0.828		0.569		0.607		0.667		0.514

		9		0.593		0.935		0.508		0.707		0.751		0.461

		10		0.525		0.942		0.526		0.634		0.793		0.466

		11		0.487		0.892		0.482		0.65		0.804		0.385

		12		0.506		0.942		0.456		0.661		0.777		0.404

						US males		US female		Japanese male		Japanese female

						0.672		0.851		0.695		0.724

						0.593		0.888		0.669		0.728

						0.593		0.748		0.606		0.675

						0.745		0.762		0.701		0.76

						0.654		0.8		0.701		0.765

						0.587		0.785		0.73		0.765

						0.66		0.77		0.717		0.751
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				American fixed-partner PD/R		American random-partner PD/R		Japanese fixed-partner PD/R		Japanese random-partner PD/R

		6		7.1214286		6.726087		6.2568027		5.2857143

		7		8.2857143		7.1130435		7.3632653		5.3380952

		8		9.0642857		6.826087		7.4857143		5

		9		9.5571429		6.7043478		7.4489796		5.2571429

		10		9.4428571		6.8956522		7.6204082		5.0142857

		11		9.5357143		6.7521739		7.7632653		4.6857143

		12		9.4357143		6.626087		7.7469388		4.8714286

						A-Fix-F		A-Fix-M		A-Ran-F		A-Ran-M		J-Fix-F		J-Fix-M		J-Ran-F		J-Ran-M

				6		5.314		8.928		4.988		7.744		5.427		6.805		4.185		5.835

				7		6.414		10		5.752		7.696		6.866		7.613		3.857		6.142

				8		7.471		9.342		5.564		7.075		6.758		7.21		3.842		5.742

				9		9.028		10		5.905		7.137		7.374		7.379		3.514		5.942

				10		8.885		10		6.129		7.344		7.446		7.735		3.328		5.857

				11		9.014		10		5.929		7.165		7.641		7.898		3.628		5.25

				12		8.871		10		5.8		7.11		7.61		7.837		3.557		5.528
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						American Fix-PD		American Fix-PDD		American Random PDD		Japanese Fix PD		Japanese Fix PDD		Japanese Random PDD

				6		0.38		0.5414		0.1086		0.2467		0.3473		0.0657

				7		0.3425		0.5271		0.0391		0.2198		0.349		-0.039

				8		0.2112		0.5414		0.0565		0.1814		0.2817		0.0133

				9		0.2862		0.6485		-0.0043		0.2814		0.3653		-0.039

				10		0.2175		0.6557		0.013		0.2083		0.4082		-0.0342

				11		0.18		0.6057		-0.0304		0.2237		0.4184		-0.1152

				12		0.1987		0.6557		-0.0565		0.2352		0.3919		-0.0961
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Current Research Example: Trust-Building in the 
US and Romania

 General trust (disposition to 
trust) strongly associated with 
mutually productive social 
exchanges. Romania is much 
lower in general trust than the 
US.

 When we let behavioral trust 
develop, the experience of 
trusting behavior leads to higher 
productive outcomes (such as 
resources given) over time, 
regardless of region.

Coye Cheshire, UC Berkeley
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The big takeaway point is that regional/societal differences do exist and can be rather large. BUT: experience of building trust can essentially erase the effect of region or disposition to trust!



Coye Cheshire, UC Berkeley

Regional/societal differences do exist and can be rather 
large. However, the experience of building trust with 
others (online or offline!) can erase pre-existing 
regional trust differences.

Core Lesson:



Coye Cheshire
UC Berkeley School of Information
coye@berkeley.edu
http://people.ischool.berkeley.edu/~coye/

biosense.berkeley.edu
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