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Abstract

We provide a conceptual replication of an experimental study that uncovered a robust corre-
lation between the strength of individuals’ family ties and their distrust of strangers, striving
to establish whether the link is causal. Using a different subjects pool and an online setting,
we repeat the binary trust-game experiment from Ermisch and Gambetta and enrich it by
manipulating the payoffs to create a low-trust and high-trust environment. The key finding
is corroborated, but as expected, only in the high-trust environment. The two environments
further allow us to impose a diff-and-diff design on the data, which rules out selection of
low-trusting individuals into strong-tied families and gives us indirect evidence of causation,
namely, that having strong family ties stunts the development of trust in strangers. Our find-
ings support the emancipatory theory of trust proposed by Toshio Yamagishi and could be
interpreted as uncovering the micro foundations of classic ethnographic studies, such as
that by Edward Banfield, which described how subcultures fostering tight bonds within fam-
ilies or small groups make cooperation harder to be achieved.

Keywords
conceptual replication, family ties, social trust, trusting environments

The idea that having strong family ties is
correlated with having low trust in
strangers can be traced back to Edward
Banfield’s (1958) ethnographic study of
a southern Italian village. In his book,
The Moral Basis of a Backward Society,
Banfield describes how people trapped
in a subculture in which they perceive
their interests as limited to the nuclear
family—which he dubbed “amoral fami-
lism”—are unable to cooperate and thus
cannot improve their abysmal social and
economic conditions. Their inability to
cooperate is not only toward strangers,
but even neighbors. Gans’s (1962) study

of an Italian American neighborhood in
Boston, The Urban Villagers: Group and
Class in the Life of Italian-Americans,
yielded comparable findings; in contrast to
another Boston working-class community,
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the all-encompassing bonds in this commu-
nity, although not limited to the nuclear
family as in Banfield’s, are still narrow
and selective enough to prevent it from
organizing collective resistance against an
unpopular redevelopment project that ulti-
mately destroys their community. Gans’s
study plays an important part in Granovet-
ter’s (1973) renowned article on the strength
of weak ties; it inspires a theory developed
by Coser (1975), namely, that “weaker” com-
munities rely on a greater “segmentation of
roles,” allowing people to both better under-
stand the impact of and form bonds with
outside forces.

Our main theoretical reference is the
work of Toshio Yamagishi and his col-
leagues, who developed the emancipatory
theory of trust (Yamagishi 2011; Yama-
gishi, Cook, and Watabe 1998; Yamagishi
and Yamagishi 1994). The theory points
to two main causal mechanisms under-
pinning the link between strength of fam-
ily ties and trust in strangers that can
explain heterogeneity of trust at the indi-
vidual level independently of the commu-
nity culture to which individuals belong.
One maintains that the less absorbing
family ties are, the more people have an
incentive to look for strangers on whom
they can rely: those with weak ties would
pursue more opportunities to interact
with strangers and be more motivated to
learn from the interaction how to discern
those who are trustworthy from those
who are not. Not as able to afford a defen-
sive position as those who enjoy strong
family ties, they will be more inclined to
risk putting their trust in strangers.
They will vigorously seek and benefit
from “outward exposure.” The other
mechanism claims that those who
strongly rely on family ties are likely to
attribute an individual’s trustworthy
behavior to the monitoring and sanction-
ing of family members rather than to an
individual social or ethical disposition
to be trustworthy. This attribution

implicitly denies that there is such a thing
as “trustworthiness,” and as a result, it
prevents learning how to assess its exis-
tence at an individual level, thereby crip-
pling the development of trust in strang-
ers. One of the authors of the original
article that we are replicating used this
very argument to explain why trust in
strangers fails to develop in mafia envi-
ronments: the mafia acts as a strict assur-
ance system (Gambetta 1993), and peo-
ple’s “honesty” and pact compliance are
attributed to the effectiveness of mafiosi
enforcement rather than the character
of the persons. Yamagishi too mentions
the Yakuza, the Japanese counterpart to
the mafia, as an example of such an
assurance system (Yamagishi 2011).

The family itself can be described as an
“assurance system,” and for an individual
to have strong family ties represents
a measure of how much the individual
both contributes and relies on that sys-
tem. Families, however, are not just any
instance of an assurance system, but
arguably the thickest and the only near-
universal there is. Unlike other assur-
ance systems, such as contracts, sects,
clubs, fraternities, or business networks,
one does not freely enter but is born or
marries into it (see also Burt 2021). The
family has a grip on individuals that
makes it much harder both to join and
to escape.

To understand the effects that the
socially pervasive bonds that tie us to
family have on trust is therefore of
momentous importance. Strong family
ties can foster cooperation that may
work well in many instances, but they
impose severe limitations for social and
economic development. People’s willing-
ness to migrate for professional reasons,
intermarry, or establish business part-
nerships with outgroup members can be
stunted if people rely only on those within
their family system. We know, for
instance, that those with strong family
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ties are less likely to move longer distan-
ces, which may close off job opportunities
(Ermisch and Mulder 2019). Social and
welfare policies are often aimed at sup-
porting the family, and policy makers
should be aware of these potential detri-
mental and unintended effects.

The link between trust in strangers
and strength of family ties has received
empirical support from various studies,
which rely on different designs and meas-
ures of both trust and family ties inten-
sity: Ermisch and Gambetta (2010) used
a trust-game experiment with a random
sample of British citizens drawn from
the British Household Panel Survey; Ale-
sina and Giuliano (2011, 2014) used the
World Value Survey to construct a
measure of family ties and found that it
correlates negatively with the standard
trust question employed in surveys,
which measures the so-called “general-
ized trust” (see Banerjee, Galizzi, and
Hortala-Vallve 2021); and Herreros
(2015) also used the World Value Survey
and a measure of the intensity of family
ties and found similar results. Further
evidence has extended the link beyond
the family to a network of business lead-
ers linked with one another by varying
degrees of strength: combining network
data with an experiment, Burt, Opper,
and Holm (2022:495) find that “the clo-
sure that facilitates trust and cooperation
within a network simultaneously erodes
the probability of cooperation beyond the
network.” Although the authors propose
a different mechanism that could bring
about their finding, the evidence of this
study seems compatible with the emanci-
patory theory of trust—Yamagishi and
his colleagues had in mind tightly knit
groups and not necessarily blood-related
groups.

Our contribution in this article is
twofold. Mindful that replications are
essential to demonstrate the wvalidity
and reliability of hypotheses (Willer and

Emanuelson 2021), we provide a concep-
tual replication (Crandall and Sherman
2016) of the earlier study by Ermisch
and Gambetta (2010). We test the same
fundamental idea behind the original
study and use the same experimental
measures of trust and of family ties, but
other relevant aspects differ: the experi-
ment takes place online rather than in
person; it happens 10 years after its pre-
decessor; while in the previous study the
subjects were a representative sample of
the British population, in this study, the
subjects are taken from the Amazon
Turk pool in the United States; and we
include an alternative operationalization
of family ties to test the robustness of
prior findings. Furthermore, we innovate
by manipulating the payoffs in the exper-
iment to create two trust environments,
one encouraging trust and trustworthi-
ness and one discouraging them. Exploit-
ing the difference between the two envi-
ronments, we provide an indirect test of
the causal link between family ties and
trust to further establish the relationship
in the literature. The hypothesis of the
original study is therefore tested under
such diverse conditions that finding cor-
roboration would reinforce the theoretical
framework presented in Ermisch and
Gambetta (2010).

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

First, we replicate the test of the original
hypothesis that people with weak family
ties are more trusting of strangers than
people with strong family ties. We do so
with an important qualification. If weak
family ties enhance the motivation and
opportunities to learn about the trustwor-
thiness of strangers, there needs to be
a sufficiently large number of strangers
who are trustworthy to produce a positive
effect on trust. In a world in which trust-
worthy strangers are scarce, people can
only learn not to trust regardless of the
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strength of their family ties. In such
a world, the difference between those
with strong and weak family ties should
not emerge. Trust should be low among
both those with strong ties and those
with weak ties.

In this spirit, we modified the original
experimental design by manipulating
the payoffs for trust and trustworthiness
to create two sharply different environ-
ments: one conducive to “low trust” and
the other to “high trust.” We distribute
subjects randomly between these two
environments and ask them to play
a trust game. Only in the high-trust envi-
ronment should the original hypothesis
emerge. In an environment where people
are incentivized to be trustworthy and to
trust, those with weak family ties should
be better able to learn to trust strangers
than people with strong family ties. The
original hypothesis is therefore modified
as follows:

Hypothesis 1a: People with weak family
ties are more trusting of strangers
than people with strong family ties
in high-trust environments.

Second, we address the issue of causality.
The theory assumes a causal mechanism
whereby strong, absorbing family ties
generate a sense of security within such
relations but inhibit trust beyond these
relations (Yamagishi et al. 1998). How-
ever, none of the prior studies can thor-
oughly establish whether the relation is
causal or its direction (an ethically insur-
mountable hurdle is, of course, that fam-
ily ties cannot be manipulated). The
causal nexus could in fact be reversed,
and the correlation could be measuring
selection rather than causation: people
with weak family ties could be more trust-
ing of strangers to begin with. Here we
manage to make progress in testing the
causal link posited by the emancipatory
theory of trust by taking an indirect route

and investigating the question through
an implication of the theory.

If those with weak family ties are
inherently more trusting than people
with strong family ties, then they should
continue to trust strangers more than
those with strong ties even in the low-
trust environment. On the other hand, if
family ties do affect trust, then people’s
experience in trusting strangers should
lead those with weak ties to grasp better
than people with strong family ties the
incentives both to (1) be trustworthy in
the high-trust environment and (2) be
untrustworthy in the low-trust environ-
ment. Following this line of thought, if
the emancipatory theory of trust correctly
posits that weak family ties causally
affect trust, the individuals with weak
family ties should “learn” more readily
how to respond to their environment
than subjects with strong family ties.
We therefore expect that people with
weak family ties should rise higher in
trust in the high-trust environment and
drop as low as or lower than those with
strong ties in the low-trust one. In other
words, the difference in trusting behavior
in the experiment between the two envi-
ronments should be larger for those with
weak family ties than for those with
strong ones. This can be stated as the fol-
lowing hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1b: The differential in trust-
ing behavior between people with
weak and strong ties is larger in the
high-trust environment than in the
low-trust environment.

That is, we expect that the negative effect
of family tie strength on trust in strangers
will be stronger in the high-trust (vs. low-
trust) environments. If trusting is higher
for weak family ties than for strong family
ties in the high-trust environment only,
then it should follow that the gap is higher
in high trust than low trust.
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DESIGN

We derive the behavioral measures of
trust and trustworthiness from a real-
time interactive experiment conducted
between July and August 2018. Both
measures are close to those used by
Ermisch and Gambetta (2010), although
the new study draws from a markedly dif-
ferent subject pool. In Ermisch and Gam-
betta (2010), the participants were drawn
from a sample of the British population
who participated in the British House-
hold Panel Survey and were interviewed
in person. In this study, the participants
are from the United States and were
recruited through Amazon Mechanical
Turk, forming a sample of 141 subjects.
Each interactive session was designed to
involve six participants.

The experiment has two stages. First,
people are invited to an online session
where they play 20 rounds of a binary
trust game (Ermisch et al. 2009). They
are told that they will also play a second
game, which they eventually learn is
a one-shot binary public goods game. In
light of our goals to conceptually replicate
and extend the analysis of the family ties
and trust nexus, this study focuses on the
trust game. However, we also report how
public goods game contributions in differ-
ent trusting environments are moderated
by family ties.?

In our trust game, each participant is
randomly assigned to play as either
a truster or a trustee. Once assigned,
roles do not change. At the beginning of
each round, the trusters are given an
endowment of 20 experimental points
and asked to decide whether to send or
keep the whole endowment. If the trust-
ers send their experimental points to the
trustees, the amount sent by trusters is
multiplied by a fixed ratio by the

See Online Appendix.
2See Online Appendix.

researchers. Afterward, trustees can
choose whether to keep all experimental
points sent or return part of it. At the
end of each round, players visualize the
result of the interaction with their part-
ner for that round (e.g., whether the
experimental points were returned or
not), how much they earned, and the
overall proportions of people who send
or return experimental points in the ses-
sion (i.e., participants are shown the per-
centage of players who trusted or recipro-
cated). In such a way, participants had
a sense of how collaborative others are
both at the individual (via direct experi-
ence) and group levels (via the general
report), meaning they always have the
opportunity to learn about others’ cooper-
ative or uncooperative behaviors. Trust-
ers’ sending is defined as a trusting
behavior, while trustees’ returning is con-
sidered trustworthy behavior. Through-
out the game, subjects have no knowledge
of their partner’s identity and are
unaware of group size but are informed
that their partner in the game will ran-
domly change at each round. Thus, even
though each session is planned to have
six subjects, participants do not know
whether they are playing with a different
subject or with a subject with whom they
played Dbefore. This is equivalent to
stranger matching. Furthermore, no
identifying information on individual
behaviors is shared with players to pre-
vent retaliation and direct reciprocity.
Only average behaviors in the community
are displayed. Finally, the number of
rounds is not shown to minimize the
“end of the game” effect (Andreoni 1988).

Each session is randomly assigned to
one of the following conditions: low-trust
environment, in which the payoffs in the
binary trust game are set to reduce the
likelihood of trusting and trustworthy
behaviors, or high-trust environment, in
which the payoffs in the binary trust
game are set to increase the likelihood
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Table 1. The Structure of Payoffs in Treatments

Low-Trust Environment

High-Trust Environment

Incentives to trust
R{ —P;=30-20=10
S—P;=0-20=-20
Incentives to be untrustworthy
T — Ry =60 — 25 =35
Trust situation
60>30>25>20>0>0

R, — P, =115 -20=95
S-P;=0-20=-20

T - Ry =120 — 110 = 10

120 > 115>110>20>02>0

Note: T = temptation; R = reward; P = punishment; S = sucker.

Truster

Keeps Gives

P, Trustee

Keeps Returns

T>R,>R,>P>P, 28

Figure 1. The Structure of the Binary Trust
Game

of trusting and trustworthy behaviors. To
create different incentive structures in
the treatments, the manipulation of pay-
offs alters the structure of the trust
game but not its essential features.
Subjects are not told that there is
another condition in which the incentives
for trust and trustworthiness differ from
those in their condition. They are not
told the exchange rate between experi-
mental points and dollars before the start
of the experiment. They are informed of
the exchange rate only at the end of the
trust game. Note that we manipulated

the exchange rate of experimental points
into dollars at the end of the iterated
trust game so that the distribution of
earnings was similar in low trust and
high trust. The structure of the trust
game is given in Figure 1, and Table 1
shows the payoffs we use.

The structure of the payoffs differs
from that used by Ermisch and Gambetta
(2010) and from most applications of the
trust game (Berg, Dickhaut, and McCabe
1995; Buskens, Raub, and van der Veer
2010; Ermisch et al. 2009; Fehr et al.
2003; Glaeser et al. 2000; Lo Iacono
2018; Sapienza, Toldra-Simats, and Zin-
gales 2013), in which only action by
truster creates a surplus and trustee
decides its distribution. In the present
structure, actions by trustee also affect
the surplus. In the low-trust environ-
ment, a trustworthy action by trustee
reduces the surplus (by 5 experimental
points), while in the high-trust environ-
ment, a trustworthy action increases the
surplus (by 105 experimental points).
The purpose of this structure is to pro-
duce dramatic differences between low
trust and high trust in the incentives to
be untrustworthy and the expected
returns to trust. Taken together, the
incentives to trust are 9.5 times higher
in high trust than low trust (95 /
10 = 9.5), while the incentives to be
untrustworthy are 3.5 times lower in
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high trust than low trust (35 / 10 = 3.5).
Yet the incentive structure in both low
trust and high trust respects the main
pillar of a trust situation in which T >
R;i >Ry >P; >Py >S (T: Temptation;
R: Reward; P: Punishment; S: Sucker;
Buskens et al. 2010).

The different incentive structures are
meant to mimic environments in which
people “learn” to be trusting or distrust-
ing from their community during the iter-
ated trust game regardless of their base-
line. By changing the payoff structure of
the game, we aimed to create two envi-
ronments that strongly differ in terms of
trusting and trustworthy behaviors (Lo
Tacono and Sonmez 2021).

MEASURES OF FAMILY TIES
AND STATISTICAL MODEL

After the experiment, participants were
asked to complete a survey. The question-
naire included information on family ties
and demographics.

The intensity of family ties is mea-
sured by the frequency of contact with
mother, father, or adult children—a “close
relative” for short. In line with Ermisch
and Gambetta (2010), physical family
contact takes a value of 1 if respondent
reports that he/she sees a close relative
at least weekly and 0 otherwise. In addi-
tion, we also define a categorical variable
that measures strength of family connec-
tion. It takes the following values: 0 if
“Respondent sees close relative less than
weekly and lives less than 30 minutes
away,” 1 if “Respondent sees close rela-
tive less than weekly and lives more
than 30 minutes away,” 2 if “Respondent
sees close relative at least weekly and
lives less than 30 minutes away,” and 3
if “Respondent sees close relative at least
weekly and lives more than 30 minutes
away.” For simplicity in displaying the
results, we treat it as a categorical
variable.

To test our hypotheses, we estimate a lin-
ear probability model of the following form:

Trust = app+BoFT+yHTrEnviron+3,FT-
HTrEnviron+6X +e,

where Trust =1 if truster sends the 20
experimental points (EP), 0 if he/she
keeps them; FT is the family ties measure
with FT =1 if family ties are strong,
0 otherwise; HTrEnviron=1 is the high-
trust environment treatment, 0 is the
low-trust environment; arr is the under-
lying propensity to trust among the par-
ticular family ties group; X contains the
control variables: age, gender, education,
ethnicity, and divorced; and ¢ indicates
the error term.

Unless a;=ag, we cannot identify the
effect of FT on trust. To see this clearly,
we report marginal effects that are the
first differences in trust between the
strong and weak family ties groups
(a1 —ag+By+B,HIrEnviron); thus it always
involves the unobserved a; — ;. By com-
paring the high- and low-trust environ-
ments (i.e., the second difference), we
can identify B8,, which is the difference in
the difference in trust between the
strong and weak family ties groups
(a1 —ag+By+B;) — (a1 —ap+pB,). This is
the benefit of the randomized trust envi-
ronment. We run two versions of the
model without and with control variables.
Models 1 and 2 (in Table 2) use the binary
physical family contact measure (weak
family ties vs. strong family ties). Models
3 and 4 (in Table 3) use the strength of
family connection measure consisting of
four categories where the higher catego-
ries imply a stronger family connection.

RESULTS

Averaging over all 20 rounds, we find
that subjects chose to trust 64 percent of
the times. If we break down this choice
by environment, we find that trusting
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Table 2. The Impact of Family Ties on Trusting Behavior by the Environment

Model 1 Model 2
First Second First Second
Difference Difference Difference Difference
Weak ties (HT)
Strong ties (HT) —.113 (.062) —.223* (.091) -.123* (.051) —.228** (.085)
Weak ties (LT)
Strong ties (LT) .109 (.066) .105 (.063)
Demographic controls No Yes
R? 20 22
N person-rounds / N persons / 2,778 / 141/ 58 2,758 / 140 / 58
N sessions

Note: Robust standard errors are in parentheses and are clustered by person and session. Demographic
controls are age, gender, education, ethnicity, and divorced. HT = high trust; LT = low trust.

*p < .05. **p < .01 (for a two-tailed test).

Table 3. The Impact of Strength of Family Connection on Trusting Behavior by the Environment

Model 3

Model 4

Effect of Strength of

Second Second

Family Connection AME;r AMEyr Difference AME;r AMEgr Difference
>Weekly, >30 min — <weekly, .135 —.363*** _—497*** 173  —34T7*** _ 52]***
<30 min (.131) (.063) (.145) (.128) (.076) (.152)
>Weekly, >30 min — <weekly, .125 —.343%** _—468%***  181* —.340%** _521%**
>30 min (.090) (.043) (.100) (.089) (.062) (.107)
>Weekly, <30 min — <weekly, .111 -.091 -.201 .079 -.083 -.162

<30 min (.111) (.070) (.131) (.112) (.052) (.124)
>Weekly, <30 min — <weekly, .101 -.071 -.172 .086 -.075 -.162
>30 min (.084) (.071) (.110) (.084) (.061) (.109)
Demographic controls No Yes
R? 21 .23
N person-rounds / N persons / 2,778 / 141/ 58 2,758 / 140 / 58
N sessions

Note: Robust standard errors are in parenthess and are clustered by person and session. Demographic
controls are age, gender, education, ethnicity, and divorced. AME = average marginal effect; HT = high

trust; LT = low trust; min = minutes.
*p < .05. *#**p < .001 (for a two-tailed test).

choices were 86 percent in the high-trust
(HT) condition compared with 45 percent
in the low-trust (LT) condition (Trustyr =
.86, SE =.03; Trustyr = .45, SE =.04),
t(139) = —8.38, p < .001. In high trust,
trustworthiness was higher, too: 77 per-
cent returned the money, compared with

50 percent in low trust (Trustworthi-
nessgr = .77, SE =.05; Trustworthi-
nessyt = .50, SE =.05), #(108) = —3.73,
p < .001. Thus, these results show that
the trust environments work as expected:
trusting and trustworthy behaviors are
substantially encouraged in the high-
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Predictive Margins with 95% Cls

Linear Prediction of Trusting Behaviors
1
—
—

I
Low Trust (LT)

Treatment

[ LT - Weak Family Ties
[ LT - Strong Family Ties
3 HT - Weak Family Ties
[ HT - Strong Family Ties

1
High Trust (HT)

Figure 2. Linear Prediction of Trusting Behaviors by Family Ties and Treatment
Note: Prediction of trusting behaviors based on linear probability Model 1, Table 2. N person-rounds / per-
sons / sessions = 2,778/ 141/ 58; R? = .20. Robust standard errors clustered by person and session. HT =

high trust; LT = low trust.

trust and discouraged in the low-trust
condition. This is valid also for trusting
attitudes toward other participants.?

Let us examine the results of the linear
probability model. Figure 2 shows the
predicted trusting behavior across trust
environments and across family ties
using the dichotomous measure of the
strength of family ties—see Model 1,
Table 2. First, results suggest that people
with weak family ties are more trusting
than people with strong family ties in
the high-trust environment (compare
bars 3 and 4 in Figure 2) but not in the
low trust environment (bars 1 and 2).

Second, the gap in trusting behaviors
between people with weak and strong
ties is larger in the high-trust environ-
ment than in the low-trust environment

3See Online Appendix.

(the difference between bars 3 and 4 and
the difference between bars 1 and 2 in
Figure 2—i.e., Table 2, Model 1: second
difference = —.223; p = .017), as expected
by the Hypothesis 1b.

These results are confirmed by using
the categorical measure of strength of
family connections shown in Figure 3
(see Model 3 in Table 3): in the high-trust
environment, trusting behavior declines
almost monotonically as the strength of
family connections becomes stronger. In
contrast, in the low-trust environment,
an increase in the strength of family con-
nections has virtually no impact on sub-
jects’ trusting behavior.

Even though we manipulate trusting
environments, the fact that we cannot
randomize family ties may still lead to
bias due to the omission of confounders
in our analysis. Therefore, we add
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Linear Prediction of Trusting Behaviors

0

Adjusted predictions with 95% Cls

Low Trust (LT)
—— Hight Trust (HT)

< weekly; <30min < weekly; >30min

Strength of Family Connection

1
> weekly; <30min > weekly; >30min

Figure 3. Linear Prediction of Trusting Behaviors by Strength of Family Connection and

Treatment Group

Note: Prediction of trusting behaviors based on linear probability Model 3, Table 3. N person-rounds /
persons / sessions = 2,778 / 141 / 58; R? = .21. Robust standard errors clustered by person and session.

relevant control variables?* (i.e., age, gen-
der, education, ethnicity, divorced; Lin-
den, Mathur, and VanderWeele 2020;
VanderWeele and Ding 2017). The results
showing the first differences (marginal
effects) and the difference in difference
(second difference) in trust between
strong and weak family ties are reported
in Table 2. It is noticeable that there is
a statistically significant difference in
trusting behavior between weak and
strongly family ties in the high-trust
environment (first difference = —.123,
p = .019; Model 2), supporting Hypothesis
la. More precisely, people with weak fam-
ily ties trust strangers more than people
with strong family ties in the high-trust
environment. Also, Model 2 suggests
that this trusting behavior gap is larger
in the high-trust environment in compar-
ison to the low-trust environment (second
difference: = —.228, p = .009). This is in
line with our Hypothesis 1b that the dif-
ferential in trust between people with

4See also sensitivity analysis for unmeasured
confounders in the Online Appendix.

weak and strong ties is larger in the
high-trust environment.

Repeating the analysis with the cate-
gorical measure of strength of family con-
nections provides us with a more fine-
grained understanding of the mechanism
at hand. Table 3 supports the Hypotheses
la and 1b, showing that the trusting
behavior gap becomes indeed larger
when the spectrum of family ties
between weaker and stronger references
is wider (e.g., >weekly, >30 minutes
and <weekly, <30 minutes) in the high-
trust environment but not in the low-
trust environment. In particular, the
results suggest that the less effort
respondents are making to see their fam-
ily frequently, the more they trust strang-
ers in the high-trust environment. These
results are consistent with Ermisch and
Gambetta (2010). In assessing the robust-
ness of our findings to other analytic
strategies, we found that logistic regres-
sions yield similar results.’

5See Online Appendix.
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DISCUSSION

Our evidence upholds the previous find-
ing that strong family ties are associated
with lower trust in strangers. This evi-
dence carries a particular force since it
replicates prior findings in Ermisch and
Gambetta (2010) with a radically differ-
ent and rather idiosyncratic sample
formed by individuals residing in the
United States and recruited through
Amazon Mechanical Turk a decade after
the first experiment. It seems plausible
to assume that the nature of MTurkers
makes it more challenging to find the dif-
ferent effects of family ties among them—
because of their very activity, MTurkers
often interact with anonymous others in
cooperative games. Even MTurkers with
strong family ties, who may be disinclined
to interact with strangers, do so regularly
because of their “job.” This should
make detecting the effects of family ties
through the present sample harder com-
pared to the British Household Panel
Survey sample.

This renewed finding comes with two
novel qualifications: first, the relation-
ship between trusting strangers and
weak family ties becomes apparent only
in a high-trust environment, while the
difference disappears in the low-trust
environment, in which the trusting
behavior of subjects with weak family
ties converges downward with that of
subjects with strong family ties.

This could have an interesting implica-
tion: social transformations that, intention-
ally or unintentionally, weaken family ties
in very low-trust environments may have
little appreciable positive effect on trust in
strangers. Insofar as economic develop-
ment relies on cooperation between strang-
ers, the enfeeblement of family ties could
have no constructive impact.

Second, we found an indirect way to
overcome the fact that manipulating the
intensity of family ties is not feasible,

given the ethical constraints, using a dif-
ference in differences strategy by ran-
domizing the trust environment. As we
hypothesized, the differential in trust
between people with weak and strong
ties is much larger in the high-trust envi-
ronment, although the precision of the
estimates of the difference in difference
in individual categories is relatively
poor. Subjects with weak family ties
seem faster to understand that the envi-
ronment is low in trustworthiness and
respond by becoming less trusting. Rela-
tive to people with strong family ties, their
plausibly more extensive real-life experi-
ence in trusting strangers would lead
them both to avoid trusting when the envi-
ronment looks wunpromising and be
quicker to appreciate the expected returns
to trust when in a high-trust environment.

Our findings rely on the manipulation
of the payoff structure of the binary trust
game. Future studies might pursue the
replication in other ways by introducing
subtler measures of family ties or alter-
native measures of trust, creating trust-
ing environments with alternative
approaches (e.g., randomly assigning peo-
ple who are very trusting in everyday life
to an environment filled with others who
do not tend to be very trusting), or testing
the hypotheses in a cross-cultural study.

Overall, these findings are evidence
that it is not only heterogeneity in the
propensity to trust that drives the corre-
lation between the two, but that there is
some independent causal impact of family
ties on trust.
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