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Abstract. Communication in today’s media choices of texts, tweets and posts 
remain influenced by who we are and our subjective context. Given 
globalization, distance education and diverse teams and workgroups, successful 
communicative interaction is facilitated by interpersonal trust, or the trust 
between conversational partners. When conflict erupts, as it will in relation-
ships, in work groups and within organizations, the restoration of trust and 
stability is aided by one’s personal analysis of internal and external factors. The 
objective of this study is to investigate how communication channels (IM and 
video) influence people from different cultures (China and the US) in trust 
development and trust reparation.  
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1   Introduction 

A 1989 Nobel Peace Prize winner, the Dalai Lama, has remarked; “I find that because 
of modern technological evolution and our global economy…the world has greatly 
changed: It has become much smaller. However, our perceptions have not evolved at 
the same pace; we continue to cling to old national demarcations and the old feelings 
of ‘us’ and ‘them’[1].”  

Currently, the 17-nation, European currency union member nations are learning 
their individual financial stability is dependent upon the cohesion of their collective 
[2]. In a world of such blurring and enduring boundaries, sensitivity to cultural 
influences persists. A fundamental research question in this area is how to transcend 
our nationalistic differences in CMC. Investigation in this area is called for in order to 
understand how such communicative misunderstandings occur when members of 
different cultures collaborate, and how such miscommunications may be overcome. 

Trust plays an important role in distant collaboration. Often people are assigned 
temporarily to collaborate on a common mission such as juries, presidential 
commissions, global virtual teams, or ad hoc committees. On the one hand, swift trust 
provides the immediate cohesion such working relationships require for successful 
collaborations.  On the other hand, swift trust is fragile and once broken, it is hard to 
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repair. This becomes far more challenging when the collaboration was in computer-
mediated environment, and in the cases where the collaboration involves people from 
different cultures. This goal of this study is to understand how culture and media 
channel interplay in restoring trust.   

2   Related Work 

In researching cross-cultural collaboration in CMC, a key issue is trust. With trust, 
miscommunication resulting from contrasting cultural barriers may be overcome [4]. 
In collaborative work when misunderstandings and conflicts occur, how trust is 
repaired becomes an important research question. We seek to address this issue and 
therefore ask how media influences the repair of trust in individuals from eastern and 
western cultures when negotiating with others from their own culture.  

Interpersonal trust has long been studied in organizational settings. Trust is defined 
as the state someone is in when they are willing to accept vulnerability [5]. Trust is 
necessary when engaging in business or communicative activities wherein uncertainty 
prevails, particularly when visual cues are unavailable as in a text-only 
communication environment. We first review the literature on how trust perception 
and trust repair are measured. Related trust studies on cross-cultural computer-
mediated communication are then reviewed. We conclude our review of related 
literature and propose the hypotheses that guide our work. 

2.1   Trust Perception and Trust Repairing 

Trust plays a central role in establishing and maintaining cooperative and productive 
associations. The willingness to believe in the well-placed intentions and goodwill of 
others as well as cooperative reciprocity [6] define trust. Successful communicative 
interaction is facilitated by interpersonal trust, or the trust between conversational 
partners. McAllister [7] proposed two different types of interpersonal trust. Cognitive 
trust is based on an intentional judgment of the competence and reliability of others. 
Social and cultural similarity can influence or increase the level of cognitive trust. 
Affective trust is based on emotional bonds and relationships. Some level of cognitive 
trust may be necessary for affective trust to develop because individuals’ baseline 
expectations for reliability and competency of others must be met before they invest 
further in relationships (McAllister, 1995). Cognitive trust enables us to participate in 
interactions both personal and professional; a personal liking of the other is not 
necessary but belief in one’s rational capability is requisite. Affective trust is based on 
individualized preference for another’s personality, attitudes and bearing. Both 
affective and cognitive trust are essential to promote successful information 
exchanges. 

Central to interpersonal trust is the perception of another’s credibility. An 
individual deemed trustworthy is one to whom positive expectations of behavior are 
attributed. Trustworthiness is comprised of three components: benevolence (perceived 
intent), integrity (perceived values) and ability (perceived competence) [8]. When 
conflict erupts, as it will in organizations, groups and among individuals, restoration 
of good will is aided by an analysis of internal and external factors. Confirming [9] 
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findings that trustworthy actions restore trust, Tomlinson & Mayer suggest that when 
issues of benevolence and integrity result in a violation of trust, trust is difficult to 
repair. But when ability is perceived as the distrusted factor, it is usually irreparable.  

Successful trust repair hinges on acknowledgement of the trust breach and 
commitment to reparation. When one’s trust has been violated, trust repair is achieved 
only by subsequent acts of reparation [10]. The effectiveness of trust restoration can 
be measured by the victims’ satisfaction with the restoration offered, the 
transgressor’s recommitment to the broken rule, the reduction of each party’s negative 
emotions, and by each party’s willingness to interact in the future [11]. People begin 
collaborative interactions with trust [12 and others], but when trust is breached an 
acknowledgement and signs of changed behavior must ensue. 

2.2   Culture and Computer Mediated Communication  

It is only recently that cross-cultural computer-mediated collaboration research is 
explored, and particularly for eastern and western participants. Many use the cultural 
dimensions of individualism vs. collectivism [13] and low vs. high contextual [14] 
communication styles [15, 16]. It is worth noting that although participant pairings 
were made along nationalistic lines, there is no presumption of absolute homogeneity 
among the participants. Instead, these studies focus on aggregate measures of how 
individuals from similar cultural backgrounds tend to respond or behave.  

Accepting that a variety of influences predispose one to preferences for media 
type, contact frequency or purpose of communication, the prevalence of 
communication channel choices now available creates a complex environment for 
empirical understanding. Numerous findings, some seemingly at odds with others, 
differ depending upon task type and participant partnering. For example, Chinese 
participants talked longer face-to-face than in an IM channel while their American 
counterparts talked less, regardless of medium [17]. In [16], Chinese talked less than 
American participants while using an instant messaging (IM) tool. Video 
conferencing and video chat offer advantages and disadvantages as well. Zhang et al 
[18] found that video is not always helpful but does increase trust when dealing with 
conflicts; [19] revealed advantages for non-native speakers using a video channel. 

The effect of technology on communication occurs when interpersonal cues 
available in face-to-face interactions are minimized—as in the case of audio-only or 
text-only chat. Some cues may in fact be amplified in a video-infused condition in 
that environmental distractions may be fewer, focusing attention to the upper body or 
a single person. Richer media channels—those providing exchange of additional 
nonverbal cues—include real-time sight and sound may engender higher levels of 
cooperation [20], while task type affects participant experience in the cognitive and 
social demands required by task fulfillment. 

Tasks utilized in research of culture and CMC include brainstorming or idea 
generation [17, 16], price-fixing negotiation [18], and map navigation [21]. Results 
from these tasks are mixed, and it is difficult to separate culturally-based responses 
from media and task interactions. Bos et al [22] used an investment-type, social 
dilemma game, Daytrader, to measure trust perception. While these studies suggests 
there is a media and gender effect on trust perception, the contribution of the current 
study is to investigate the cultural differences in CMC channels, not only in trust 
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development (as shown in previous studies), but also in trust repair when a trust 
violation has occurred.   

2.3   Research Hypotheses   

We are interested in how computer-mediated communication channels influence trust 
for people from China and the US. While the body of previous work includes many 
studies examining CMC and culture, the present study investigates trust and applies it 
to a computer-mediated, cross-cultural comparison. Diverse collaborations can benefit 
when communicative partners trust each other. By intentionally manipulating trust 
across stages, this study contributes to our understanding of how trust may be repaired 
after suffering a breach. Based on our understanding we expect to find that the 
communication channel used (IM or video) will engage participants differently.  

H1: (medium effect) As the richer channel, video will be more engaging for both 
cultures than IM. The increase in nonverbal cues will be more efficient and lead to 
higher levels of trust reparation for both Chinese and US participants.  

Further, it is our expectation that Chinese participants will spend more time in 
communication with their partner in trust building interactions than their American 
counterparts, and therefore will evidence increased performance times during the task. 

H2: (culture effect) Chinese participants will spend more time than Americans 
performing the task, because their national influence for greater relationship-building 
activities will take longer. 

Communication styles differ cross-culturally. While people from eastern cultures like 
China converse more implicitly depending on non-verbal cues to detect the true 
meaning of the conversation, people from western cultures like the U.S. tend to be 
more explicit. Therefore we expect that video will benefit Chinese participants in trust 
development and repairing by providing these non-verbal cues. 

H3: (interaction effect of medium x culture) Video will help Chinese participants in 
trust development and reparation more than IM, even when conversing in their native 
language. American participants will not demonstrate a media difference. 

3   Method 

Participants: Sixty undergraduate students from a university in the United States 
participated in this study: 30 Americans (born and raised in the US), and 30 Chinese 
(born and raised in mainland China or Taiwan, and residing in the US for less than 2 
years). All participants were in the 18-24 year age range, and conversed in their native 
language: either American English or Mandarin Chinese. Gender distribution was 
evenly balanced across culture and media type. Participants were paid $15 and earned 
raffle tickets as a bonus, based on points scored in the game (ranging from 1 to 7 
tickets) for the prizes (iPod, $50 and $25 gift cards). 

Task: Each participant played with a confederate in a social dilemma game called 
Daytrader [24]. It simulates a 30-day investment cycle, involving 5 rounds of practice 
followed by 30 official rounds of investment. Participants were given 40 points per 
round to invest, and they were told their goal was to make as many points as possible. 
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A simple formula was shared for calculating combined points per round: Payoff for 
the round = [(your investment + your partner’s investment + market fluctuation)/2]. 
The market fluctuation was a random number assigned by the game that ranged 
between -10 to 10 points so that, participants were unable to know exactly the 
confederate’s accurate investment amount. Instead they had to rely on the verbal 
commitment made with the confederate and then deduce from the payoff the 
confederate’s cooperation with that commitment. A bonus of 200 points was awarded 
to the player making the most points after each set of five rounds. Throughout the 
game, participants were unable to verify their partner’s investment amount; they were 
able to only see their own results as the game progressed. 

Procedure: Upon arrival, participants responded to items on a background survey. 
Game instructions were explained. Participants were told they were playing against 
another student. Participants played five rounds in the presence of the experimenter to 
ensure they understood how to play. Thirty official rounds were played by the 
participant with the confederate. After each 5th round, the participant and confederate 
were provided five minutes of IM or video chat time to discuss their performance, or 
anything they wished. After every 10th official round, each participant completed a 
survey to gauge trust levels. Before they left the lab, the experimenter debriefed each 
participant.  

Trust Stages: The official 30 rounds were divided evenly into 3 stages: building trust, 
breaking trust and repairing trust.  

In the building trust stage, the confederate purposefully invested additional points 
resulting in the participant receiving greater returns on their investment. Seeking to 
establish collaboration and good will, the confederate overbid his investment for the 
gain of the participant. In the discussion protocol, confederates reiterated that the 
more the partnership invested, greater gains were realized. In addition, to facilitate our 
trust building, the random number for each round was positive between 0 and 10.   

In the breaking trust stage, the confederate intentionally reduced his own 
investment amount, thereby earning the bonus, or at least sharing the bonus with the 
participant. The confederate acknowledged the poor performance and attributed it to 
factors not related to his benevolence and honesty, but rather pointed to explanations 
such as typographical errors, misunderstanding how to play the game, poor math 
skills or bad market conditions. Random numbers were negative between -10 to 0 so 
as to further complicate the lowered payoffs. 

In the repairing trust stage, the confederate sought to regain trust by increasing the 
group investment and positioning the participant to earn the bonus. During the 
communication, the confederate began with an acknowledgement of ineptitude or an 
admission of self-interest, followed by an apology and statement of recommitment to 
the participant’s success immediately following. Random numbers were positive 
between 0 to 10 to strengthen the trust reparation effort.  

Media: Each participant conversed with their confederate partner via instant message 
(IM) or video conferencing. For the IM condition, AIM and MSN messengers were 
used for American and Chinese participants respectively. For the video condition, 
Google chat was used for both nationalities.  
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Trust performance measures: In our game, each participant’s investment represented 
a measure of trust. A trusting participant would invest more to the “partnership” when 
they developed trusting feelings towards the confederate. If they felt the confederate 
was untrustworthy, their strategy would be to invest less, keeping all or most of the 40 
points for themselves. Therefore, participants’ investment is used as the trust 
performance measure. In addition, task completion time per round was recorded to 
measure how fast or slow trust developed, was broken and repaired in each stage.  

Trust Survey: A background survey was given prior to the practice round to collect 
demographic and technology usage information. The trust survey was given at the end 
of each stage to measure trust perception (affective trust, cognitive trust, and 
trustworthiness). Questions were adapted from previous literature [5, 11, 10, and 23]. 
A Likert scale of 1-5 was used in the survey, ranking most negatively (1) to most 
positive (5).  

4   Results 

Our hypotheses were tested by analyzing the effects of culture and media across the 
three stages of trust building, trust breaking and trust repairing trust. t-tests were 
performed to compare the means of participant scores for investment amounts, survey 
responses, and performance time by culture affiliation and media type. Then, analyses 
of variance (ANOVA) were run to test for interaction effects. 

4.1   Trust Performance: Participant Investment and Task Performance Time 

In comparing investment amounts in points by stage, both cultures began investing at 
roughly the same rate in the trust building stage. While Chinese investment amounts 
were significantly lower in the breaking trust stage than in building trust stage 
(t(30)=2.31, p<.05) and the repairing trust stage (t(30)-3.11, p<.01), but the repairing 
trust stage investment was also significantly higher in the building trust stage 
(t(30)=2.20, p<.05). American participants’ investments revealed no significance in a 
comparison of all three stages (Figure 1). There is a significant interaction effect of 
culture and stage on participants’ investments (F(2,112)=3.47, p<.05). 

Fig. 1. Participant investment (points) by 
culture, media, and stage 

   

Fig. 2. Task performance time (sec) by 
culture, media, and stage 
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In terms of task performance time, both US and Chinese participants spent more 
time in the building stage in IM than in video. As expected, the video condition aided 
efficiency even more so for Chinese (t(29)=6.36, p<.001) than for Americans 
(t(27)=2.19, p<.04) in this first stage. At the breaking trust stage within culture, the 
Chinese were statistically more efficient using video than IM (t(29)=2.78, p<.01), 
than the Americans. In the repairing trust stage within culture, the Chinese again were 
statistically more efficient using video than IM (t(29)=2.86, p<.01), than the 
Americans (Figure 2).  

There is a significant main effect of stage (F(2,112)=26.25, p<.01). Both American 
and Chinese participants spent less time moving from the stages of building trust 
(t(59)=1.99, p<.05) to breaking trust (t(59)=4.87, p<.01) to repairing trust (t(59)=6.38, 
p<.01). 

The main effect of media (F(1,56)=14.06, p<.01) and interaction effect of media by 
culture (F(1,56)=6.45, p<.05) were also significant. Comparing IM channel to video, 
video saved participants time in the building and breaking trust stages (t(58)=5.58, 
p<.01; t(58)=2.36, p<.05)).  

Additionally, a post-hoc test of the interaction effects of media and culture showed 
that video significantly saved time for Chinese participants when comparing channels 
(t(29)=3.69, p<.01), but not for Americans. 

4.2   Trust Perception 

Participants’ subjective ratings of trust towards the confederate partner was captured 
after each stage. The main effect of trust stage was significant for both affective trust 
and cognitive trust (Affective Trust: F(2,114)=9.14, p<.01; Cognitive Trust: 
F(2,112)=6.73, p<.01). The building and repairing trust stages were significantly 
higher than in breaking trust (Affective Trust: t(60)=3.53, p<.01 and t(60)=3.78, 
p<.01; Cognitive Trust: t(60)=3.05, p<.01 & t(59)=2.90, p<.01), (Figure 3).  

      

Fig. 3. Affective & Cognitive Trust by culture and stage (1=least trust, 5=most trust) 

There was no difference between trust building and reparation stages, 
demonstrating that affective trust and cognitive trust repaired to the same level as was 
initially evident in building trust.  

The interaction effect of stage and culture was significant for affective trust 
(F(2,114)=3.44, p<.05). Chinese participants reached a higher level of affective trust 
perception in repairing than in both the building and breaking stages (t(31)=3.35, 
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p<.01; t(31)=1,98, p<.05), while American participants did not. The main effect of 
media was significant for cognitive trust (F(1,56)=2.90, p<.05). In the breaking and 
repairing stages, perception of cognitive trust was higher in video than in IM 
(t(59)=1.98,  p<.05; t(58)=2.42, p<.05). 

4.3   Trustworthiness 

The main effect of stage was significant (F(2,112), p<.01). Building and repairing 
trust stages were significantly higher than that for breaking trust (t(60)=4.49, p<.01; 
t(59)=2.38, p<.01). Building trust was also significantly higher than repairing trust 
(t(59)=2.03, p<.05). The main effect of media was also marginally significant 
(F(1,56)=3.80, p=.06). In the repairing trust stage, participants’ perception of 
trustworthiness was higher in video than in the IM channel (t(58)=2.05, p<.05).   

5   Discussion 

The objective of this study was to investigate how communication channels of IM and 
video influence people from different cultures in trust development and trust 
reparation.  

In support of H1, Chinese participants perceived higher levels of cognitive trust 
and trustworthiness in the video channel than in IM during the stage of trust 
reparation; Americans did so in cognitive trust but not trustworthiness. In addition, 
the video channel increased task efficiency, especially in the stages of trust building 
and trust breaking stages (Figure 2). 

H2 was also supported. Figure 2 shows that Chinese participants spent more time 
in the building trust stages for both channels, but somewhat less so in the video 
channel as compared to Americans.  Even though Chinese participants in the IM 
condition were delayed by typing Mandarin characters on a western keyboard, in the 
video condition, Chinese spent less total task time than Americans. One implication 
we draw is that the extra time Chinese participant spend in discussions; e.g., 
relationship building, may yield a greater degree of efficiency in performance time. 

In support of H3, our data showed trust performance measured participant 
investment amounts were significantly higher in the trust reparation stage, compared 
to building or breaking trust for Chinese participants (Figure 1). This was not true for 
their American counterparts. We see a similar pattern in the perception of affective 
trust. Chinese perceived higher levels of affective trust in the reparation stage, 
compared to building or breaking trust stages. For American participants, there were 
no stage differences on perception of affective trust.  These findings suggest that the 
perception of affective trust is critical to repair trust violations. 

From a cultural perspective, we found Chinese participants spent greater amounts 
of time in discussions about their investments and strategies than American 
participants. In task time, however, Chinese participants spent less time than their 
American counterparts. This implies that Chinese participants spent more time in 
conversation, perhaps building relationships, yielding a greater degree of efficiency in 
terms of performance time.   
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Trust performance--measured by the amounts of participant investments--
significantly improved in the stage of restoring trust than in the stages of building or 
breaking trust for Chinese participants, while American participants’ trust 
performance was non-significant. For American participants, there were no stage 
differences for affective trust; results of Chinese participants were significant for 
cognitive trust changes by stage.  These findings suggest that the perception of 
affective trust is critical to repair trust violations. Our study found two components of 
interpersonal trust--cognitive and affective trust--are affected differently by media and 
culture. Video conferencing improves the perception of cognitive trust, but not 
affective trust. When trust was broken, Chinese participants spent more time than 
Americans talking about it, however, their task efficiency surpassed that of their 
American counterparts’. 

6   Conclusion 

In summary, our study shows that video does improve trust reparation, especially in 
the perception of cognitive trust and trustworthiness. It appears that the perception of 
affective trust is critical to trust reparation, as was observed in our Chinese 
participants. Chinese participants not only perceived higher levels of affective trust in 
the trust repairing stage than in trust building stage and trust breaking stage, but also 
demonstrated improved trust perception in the final stage as compared to the previous 
two stages. These results provide some insight into ways cross-cultural collaborations 
may move past conflicts and misunderstandings toward greater efficiency and 
conversational success. 
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