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The success and well-being theory of trust holds that higher social class is associated with higher generalized trust, and this association has been well documented in empirical research. However, few studies have examined the processes that might explain this link. This study extends this assumption to explore the mediating mechanism in the association. We hypothesized that social class would positively predict generalized trust, and the relationship would be mediated by people’s sense of control. Self-report data were collected from 480 adults (160 males, 320 females; ages 18–61) who participated through an online crowdsourcing platform in China. The results of multiple regression and mediation analyses supported the hypothesized model. This research provides further support for the success and well-being theory of trust, and builds on it by identifying greater sense of control as a possible explanation for the link between high social class and generalized trust. Limitations and possible future research are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

Generalized trust is regarded as the core component of social capital and the building block of modern societies (Fukuyama, 1995; Delhey et al., 2011; Freitag and Bauer, 2013; Kim, 2018). It motivates a range of positive societal outcomes, including economic development (Tabellini, 2010), institutional quality (Robbins, 2012), civic engagement (Delhey et al., 2011) and democracy (Paxton, 2002; Zmerli and Newton, 2008). Without generalized trust, social disorder and conflict are commonplace (Putnam, 2000; Robbins, 2016; Jing, 2019).

One consistent correlate of generalized trust is social class or socio-economic status, with the rich and well-educated reporting more generalized trust than their lower social class counterparts (Putnam, 2000; Alesina and La Ferrara, 2002; Hamamura, 2012; Brandt et al., 2015; Navarro-Carrillo et al., 2018b). The link between social class and generalized trust has been postulated for decades. For instance, Simmel (1950) emphasized that there was the discrepancy of resources that are available to different social class to afford the risks of trust. A few prior studies have investigated potential psychological mechanisms (e.g., relative deprivation) in the social class-interpersonal (dis)trust relationship (Yu et al., 2020). However, there has been a little empirical research regarding the explanation of why social class and generalized trust are correlated. In the current research, we fill this gap by testing the role that sense of control may play in explaining this association.

Generalized trust refers to one’s belief that most people can be trusted (Yamagishi and Yamagishi, 1994; Uslaner, 2002; Freitag and Traunmuller, 2009; Navarro-Carrillo et al., 2018b). People with high generalized trust hold a general belief in human benevolence and they believe that the trustee has benign intentions in social interactions (Yamagishi and Yamagishi, 1994). As a result, they tend to trust strangers, passersby on the street, and other people whom they do not know well. Although generalized trust exposes people to the risk that the target of trust has harmful intentions, this risk may be outweighed by the benefits of trusting strangers. One of the benefits of generalized trust is its promotion on interactions among unfamiliar individuals. Interactions with unfamiliar people expose individuals to novel information and resources that are not available in acquainted relationships (Hamamura, 2012).

Previous research suggested that the risks and benefits of generalized trust are balanced differently across people from different groups, including different social classes (Hamamura, 2012; Brandt et al., 2015). We hold that a sense of personal control may contribute to people’s perception of these risks and benefits of trust. Members of the lower social class are likely to have a lower sense of control, and thus a lower trust to other people. In the following sections we review the literature on the direct relationship between social class and generalized trust, and the literature relevant to our proposal that sense of control may mediate this link.


Direct Relationship Between Social Class and Generalized Trust

Social class is typically conceptualized as a reflection of multiple features of social life (Fiske and Markus, 2012; Kraus and Keltner, 2013; Daganzo and Bernardo, 2018). Social class is a context rooted in both the resources of social life (e.g., wealth, education, occupation) and the individual’s perceived rank within the social hierarchy (Kraus et al., 2009, 2012). Traditionally, researchers measure social class in terms of objective indicators such as the individual’s level of education, income, and occupation prestige (Kraus et al., 2009, 2012; Daganzo and Bernardo, 2018).

However, there are several inherent problems in assessing social class with objective variables. For instance, it is uncertain how objective indicators (e.g., education, income) combine to yield a composite score representing social class (Kraus et al., 2009; Oakes and Rossi, 2003). As a result, many researchers have questioned the validity of objective metrics of social class in capturing the essence of class. Moreover, many research suggested that subjective measures of social class, compared with the objective measures, more strongly predict the psychological outcomes and serve as a more consistent predictor of social explanation (Adler et al., 2000; Kraus et al., 2011, 2012). Thus, in this study we refer to social class using subjective measures.

According to the success and well-being theory of trust (Delhey and Newton, 2003), generalized trust is more likely to be expressed by people from the upper class than people from the lower class (Alesina and La Ferrara, 2002; Gheorghiu et al., 2009; Hamamura, 2012; Brandt et al., 2015; Navarro-Carrillo et al., 2018b). Trust always carries risks, and it is more risky for lower class individuals (Hamamura, 2012; Navarro-Carrillo et al., 2018b). Lower status individuals who commonly face resource scarcity cannot afford to lose even a little if their trust is betrayed. In contrast, upper class individuals have abundant properties to protect against the risks and vulnerabilities of trust (Brandt et al., 2015), and they can gain more benefits from trust (Delhey and Newton, 2003; Hamamura, 2012).

Moreover, from this perspective, social trust is the product of adult life experiences. Upper class people have been treated with more respect and kindness. Consequently, they are more trusting than lower class individuals who always suffer discrimination and social exclusion (Putnam, 2000). This theory is supported to some degree by survey data provided by the American General Social Survey (Alesina and La Ferrara, 2002) and the German Socio-Economic Panel (Korndörfer et al., 2015). These studies suggest that social class is consistently and positively related to generalized trust.



Sense of Control as a Potential Mediator

Although previous studies have indicated that social class has enduring association with generalized trust (Hamamura, 2012; Brandt et al., 2015; Navarro-Carrillo et al., 2018b), the specific mechanism involved in this association has been rarely examined. One reason that social class is linked with generalized trust may be that members of different social classes differ in their sense of control. Several studies have documented a disparity in sense of control felt by members of the upper and lower social classes, with upper class individuals typically reporting greater perceived control over their life (Lachman and Weaver, 1998; Kraus et al., 2009; Daganzo and Bernardo, 2018).

Sense of control or self-agency has been described as the experience of being the source of one’ s own actions and their consequences (Dewey et al., 2010; Di Plinio et al., 2020). From an event-control approach (Jordan, 2003), one’s sense of agency depends partly on contextual information about the degree of control an individual has over the environment (Dewey et al., 2010; Kumar and Srinivasan, 2012; Di Plinio et al., 2019). From the social cognition perspective on social class, social class contexts elicit a coherent set of social cognitive patterns of thought, feeling, and action with regard to oneself and other people (Kraus et al., 2012). Specially, people from upper class inhabit an environment with abundant resources, personal freedom, and social opportunities. This makes them perceive a greater sense of personal control over life (Kraus et al., 2009, 2012). Furthermore, upper class individuals are more likely to occupy positions of influence and elevated status, which strongly promote their perceived personal control (Kraus et al., 2012). In contrast, the social contexts of lower class are characterized by reduced resources, external threats, and vulnerability, which may make them feel powerless to exert control over their lives (Haushofer and Fehr, 2014; Piff, 2014).

Furtherly, the social class difference in sense of control may lead to the disparity in generalized trust (Navarro-Carrillo et al., 2018a; Samson and Zaleskiewicz, 2020). Uslaner (2002), for instance, views individuals’ sense of control over their life as key to understanding their trust in people. Generalized trust always carries risks due to the possible betrayal by others (Delhey and Newton, 2003; Hamamura, 2012; Navarro-Carrillo et al., 2018b). Individuals with greater sense of control can afford to maintain an optimistic view of other people and be more trusting in general (Samson and Zaleskiewicz, 2020). In contrast, individuals with lower perceived personal control over life are psychologically defensive and prefer to distrust others (Brandt and Henry, 2012; Samson and Zaleskiewicz, 2020). It makes sense to think that people lack of perceived control express diminished generalized trust.




CURRENT STUDY

The main purpose of the present research was to examine the relationships among social class, generalized trust and sense of control. We expected to find further evidence of the social class difference in generalized trust, as it has been documented in many other studies. More importantly, we tested a model in which sense of control mediated the relationship between social class and generalized trust. The four hypotheses below were derived from the theoretical assumptions and empirical evidence presented above.


H1 Social class will significantly and positively predict generalized trust.




H2 Social class will be positively related to sense of control.




H3 Sense of control will be positively associated with generalized trust.




H4 Social class will be associated with higher generalized trust through heightened sense of control.





MATERIALS AND METHODS


Participants

An online crowdsourcing platform in mainland China, which provides functions equivalent to Amazon Mechanical Turk, recruited 494 Chinese participants. Of these, 14 reported their age to be below 18. These participants were excluded from the following analyses, leaving a final sample of 480 individuals (160 males, 320 females). The age of participants ranged from 18 to 61 years of age (M = 27.77, SD = 8.21).

A sensitivity power analysis using G*Power (Faul et al., 2007) indicated that, the minimum effect size required to produce power at the 0.80 level in linear multiple regression with current sample size was 0.016. The effect size of regression coefficients in our study were all greater than it.



Procedure

Participants were instructed that they would participate in an online survey about their social attitudes. They were informed that their answers would be anonymous and that they could stop participating at any time. They signed an informed consent form prior to participating in the online surveys. Then, they filled out measures of social class, sense of control, and generalized trust. The participants also provided their gender and age. It took about four min to complete all the scales. If participants skipped an item, they were reminded to complete it when they clicked the submit button. The survey could not be submitted until all items were completed. This provided a data set with no missing values. The participants were thanked for participating in the study but received no other reward.



Measures


Social Class

We assessed social class using the MacArthur Ladder Scale (Adler et al., 2000). Participants were shown a picture of a 10-rung ladder and asked to imagine that the ladder represented where people stand in society. They were told that at the bottom (social class = 0) are the people who are the worst off—who have the least education, the least money, and the least respected jobs or no jobs; at the top of the ladder (social class = 10) are the people who are the best off—those who have the most education, the most money, and the most respected jobs. Then, they were asked to indicate their position at the ladder at this time of their life relative to other people in society (M = 4.55, SD = 1.69).



Sense of Control

Sense of control was assessed using the established measure from Lachman and Weaver (1998). The Sense of Control Scale is composed of 12 items—4 measuring personal mastery and 8 measuring perceived constraints. Sample items are: “I can do just about anything that I really set my mind to” and “When I really want to do something, I usually find a way to succeed at it” from the personal mastery dimension, and “Other people determine most of what I can and cannot do” and “There is little I can do to change many of the important things in my life” from the perceived constraints dimension. Items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). The items belonging to perceived constraints dimension were reverse-scored, then all items were averaged to obtain a composite score for sense of control (α = 0.82). Confirmatory Factor Analysis showed that the scale had high construct validity in this study (CFI = 0.95, TLI = 0.94, RMSEA = 0.06, 90% CI [0.04, 0.07], SRMR = 0.05).



Generalized Trust

Generalized trust was assessed using an established three-item measure (Chen et al., 2011). To assess generalized trust, participants indicated their agreement with three statements. The first item is the classic binary trust question from the World Value Survey: “Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you need to be very careful in dealing with people?” Responses were coded as 1 = need to be very careful, 2 = don’t know, 3 = most people can be trusted. The second item is “Do you think that most people will take advantage of your weakness or that they will do you justice?” with responses coded as 1 = take advantage of me, 2 = a 50–50 chance, 3 = do me justice. The third item is “No matter known or not, most people are trustworthy.” Responses were coded as 1 = they aren’t trustworthy, 2 = a 50–50 chance, 3 = they are trustworthy. Scores on the three items were averaged to form the generalized trust scale. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient in this study was 0.62.





RESULTS

Prior to the main analyses, we conducted a preliminary analysis among variables.1 Correlations between primary variables of interest and demographic variables were all not significant. However, prior research has controlled for gender and age when analyzing the contribution of social class to social trust (Hamamura, 2012; Brandt et al., 2015; Kim et al., 2021). Therefore, and as they are common sociodemographic variables, we consider their effects on the hypothesized associations.

Then, we performed regression analyses predicting the links among social class, sense of control and generalized trust. We included gender and age as control variables to determine whether the associations held beyond the effects of demographic variables. The results of these analyses are summarized in Table 1.


TABLE 1. Relationships among social class, sense of control, and generalized trust.
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Supporting H1, social class was significantly associated with generalized trust, R2 = 0.052, F(1, 478) = 26.10, β = 0.23, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.140, 0.315]. This relationship remained significant when controlling for gender and age, R2 = 0.053, F(2, 476) = 8.91, β = 0.23, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.140, 0.316]. Supporting H2, social class predicted greater sense of control, R2 = 0.105, F(1, 478) = 56.31, β = 0.33, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.240, 0.410]. This link remained significant when controlling age and gender, R2 = 0.114, F(2, 476) = 20.47, β = 0.33, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.241, 0.410]. H3 was also confirmed. Sense of control predicted significantly greater generalized trust, R2 = 0.09, F(1, 478) = 47.05, β = 0.30, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.214, 0.385]. This result was still significant after controlling for gender and age, R2 = 0.09, F(2, 476) = 15.66, β = 0.30, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.213, 0.385].

To determine whether sense of control acted as a mediator between social class and generalized trust, we tested the hypothesized mediation model in Amos 27. Structural equation modeling indicated that the hypothesized model (Figure 1) showed a good fit with the data (CFI = 0.86, TLI = 0.83, RMSEA = 0.07, 90% CI [0.06, 0.08]). We used a bootstrapping technique with 5,000 iterations to estimate the indirect effect of social class on generalized trust through perceived control. The size of the indirect effect was estimated by examining the 95% bootstrap confidence interval (CI) of the estimate; the effect is considered significant when the CI does not include zero. Supporting H4, the indirect effect was significant; that is, higher social class was associated with higher generalized trust via a process of greater sense of control (β = 0.10, SE = 0.03, p < 0.001, bias-corrected 95% CI [0.05, 0.18]). As can be seen in Figure 1, the direct effect of social class on generalized trust remained significant (β = 0.20, SE = 0.06, p = 0.003, bias-corrected 95% CI [0.07, 0.31]) after including the mediation component, suggesting partial mediation.
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FIGURE 1. Mediating model illustrating the relationships among social class, sense of control, and generalized trust. Paths a, b, and c represent direct effects. All numbers are standardized regression coefficients. **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. The 95% confidence interval of the bias-corrected indicates a significant indirect effect.




DISCUSSION

It is well documented that members of the upper social class show more generalized trust than members of the lower social class, but a little research has examined the reason for this association. The present study tested whether sense of personal control plays a mediating role in the association between social class and social trust. We found evidence that supported four key hypotheses derived from the success and well-being theory of trust (Delhey and Newton, 2003). This study represents the first empirical demonstration of a mediator of sense of control between social class and generalized trust, and the new evidence that this is a process through which social cognition effect of social class (Kraus et al., 2012) can operate.

This study enriches the growing body of research on social class and trust. As expected, social class significantly and positively predicted generalized trust. This finding is consistent with the success and well-being theory of trust that asserts a positive association between social class and generalized trust (Delhey and Newton, 2003; Brandt et al., 2015; Edelman, 2017). The present study supports this long-held view and adds new evidence that helps explain why higher social class is associated with greater generalized trust.

The results showed that perceived control may be a mediating psychological mechanism in the association between social class and trust beliefs. As the social cognition perspective on social class suggests (Kraus et al., 2012), social class contexts elicit a coherent set of social cognitive patterns of thought, including the perception of personal control. Specifically, the upper social class context generates a stronger sense of control than the lower social class context (Kraus et al., 2009; Daganzo and Bernardo, 2018). This is consistent with the event-control approach, which asserts that context information can modulate individual’s sense of control (Jordan, 2003; Di Plinio et al., 2019). Furthermore, several researchers have highlighted generalized trust as a direct consequence of sense of personal control (Uslaner, 2002; Navarro-Carrillo et al., 2018a). Samson and Zaleskiewicz (2020) declared that people who have a strong sense of control over one’s own life may be more likely to maintain an optimistic view of other people and to be more trusting in general. Sense of control thus is a psychological mechanism that links social class to trust and a helpful focus of intervention for people of lower class who struggle with trusting others.

The current study not only supports the success and well-being theory of trust, but extends the theory by revealing that the cognitive factors work when social class may serve to structure social psychological functioning. Furthermore, a new question is raised and might need to be incorporated into the success and well-being theory of trust. That is, whether emotional factors act in the function process of social class, given that some negative emotion such as insecurity and anxiety are the powerful attenuators of trust (Patterson, 1999; Nguyen, 2017; Navarro-Carrillo et al., 2018a).

The present work is not without limitations. First, the cross-sectional design limits the causal conclusions that can be drawn from the data. Given that social class involves a long-term experience and is probably more stable than generalized trust, it may be that social class influences generalized trust in the association. However, it is also possible that a third variable affects both of them. For example, social class of parents may partially determine the social class of children and influence the trust belief of children through the socialization of social cognition in the family.

Secondly, the internal reliability of the generalized trust scale was acceptable but not high. This is a common weakness of short scales (Tavakol and Dennick, 2011). Cronbach’s alpha, a commonly used measure of internal consistency, is affected by the length of the scale. If the scale length is too short, the value of alpha is reduced (Streiner, 2003; Tavakol and Dennick, 2011). However, this measure effectively exhibited social class tendency of generalized trust in our sample, and a similar measure has been used in other research on social class and generalized trust (Brandt et al., 2015). Nevertheless, a longer scale may be more useful in future research, such as the General Trust Scale (Yamagishi and Yamagishi, 1994) which has 6 items and showed high internal consistency (alpha values range from 0.71 to 0.74) in other studies (Navarro-Carrillo et al., 2018a,b).

Thirdly, we used only subjective measures to assess social class, and different results may be obtained using objective measures. Subjective measures have been found to be more potent predictors of psychological outcomes than the objective measures (Adler et al., 2000; Kraus et al., 2011, 2012). However, in some cases, objective measures of social class work better in predicting social explanations (Kim et al., 2021). As a consequence, including both subjective and objective measures of social class would allow a test of which aspects of social class are most predictive of generalized trust. It might also help in inspecting the inter-relations between objective vs. subjective social class.

Fourthly, the role of psychological defensiveness playing in the association between social class and generalized trust should be further explored. People from the lower class face long-term prejudice and psychological threats to the self, which make them psychologically defensive against these self-threats (Henry, 2009; Brandt et al., 2015). A manifestation of psychological defensiveness is in terms of distrust in other people (Brandt and Henry, 2012). Psychological defensiveness may be an individual difference that would explain some of the variability in generalized trust among people of the lower social class.

Lastly, cultural issues should be considered in interpreting the results. Culture exists as a socially shared reality that generates values, beliefs, and social interaction norms in social life (Barker, 2017). For instance, some cultures value interdependence and benevolence while others value independence and competitiveness. Consequently, social trust is generally affected by cultural elements (Gheorghiu et al., 2009; Berigan and Irwin, 2011; Steel et al., 2018). This may lead to diverse baselines of social trust across different cultures and, in turn, may impact the association between social class and trust. This effect may function through some general cultural factors (e.g., individualism vs. collectivism, multiculturalism, politics regarding immigration) or through attention to emotional and cognitive stimuli (Grossmann et al., 2012).



CONCLUSION

There is a well-documented link between social class and generalized trust (Hamamura, 2012; Brandt et al., 2015). However, a little research has examined the reason for this link. The key contribution of the present study is the finding that sense of control acts as a mediator between social class and generalized trust. Members of the upper social class were inclined to perceive high control over their outcomes, and they held a strong generalized trust in daily life. In contrast, members of the lower social class were more likely to feel a low sense of control, and in turn, low social trust.
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1 In our analyses, gender was coded as a dummy variable, male = 1, female = 2. All the variables were standardized before the analyses.
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