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Abstract
Customer trust is of vital importance for relationship marketing in services. Service providers increasingly market their services
globally, yet few researchers have addressed differences in customer trust across cultures. Our research fills this void by propos-
ing a model, based on existing trust literature, that suggests the overall feeling of trust in the service provider depends on cus-
tomers’ beliefs about service providers’ ability, benevolence, predictability, and integrity. The model, tested in a banking context
with data from 2,284 customers in 11 countries, explains trust well across culturally diverse countries. The results of a hierarch-
ical linear model, however, show that customers differ in the way they build trust in their service provider across cultures. Mod-
erating effects of the cultural values of the target group largely explain this variation. Only the effect of ability on trust is robust
across countries. Global service firms should consider all four trust drivers when striving to build trust. The emphasis they put on
each of these trust drivers, however, should differ across countries. When applying these principles to the design of marketing
activities or market segmentation, marketing managers should collect data on the cultural values of their specific target groups in
particular countries or cultural milieus.
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Introduction

Achieving customer trust represents a central goal for relationship

marketing in services (Berry 1995). In varying service contexts,

customer trust increases customer commitment (Morgan and

Hunt 1994), customer value (Sirdeshmukh, Singh, and Sabol

2002), and loyalty toward the service provider (Garbarino and

Johnson 1999). Berry (1996, p. 42) even considers trust as

‘‘perhaps the single most powerful relationship marketing tool

available to a company.’’ Meta-analyses support this view and

demonstrate that trust has a prominent effect on a broad range

of relationship outcomes (e.g., Palmatier et al. 2006).

Services also have grown increasingly international in

recent decades. According to World Trade Organization statis-

tics, the volume of commercial services being exported has

increased fivefold during the past 25 years (WTO 2006).

Cross-cultural comparative studies have shown that providing

services internationally to customers in different cultures is

challenging, since differences in cultural norms and values

have been shown to impact customers’ service expectations

(Donthu and Yoo 1998), their perceptions and evaluations of

services (Furrer, Liu, and Sudharshan 2000), as well as con-

sumer behavior (Liu, Furrer, and Sudharshan 2001).

Communicating trustworthiness and developing trusting

relationships in foreign cultures is challenging, due to cultural

differences in the way people develop trust. For example,

American respondents consider honesty more important to trust
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development than do Japanese respondents (Yamagishi and

Yamagishi 1994). While this area has sparked the recent inter-

est in cross-cultural trust research (e.g., Branzei, Vertinsky, and

Camp 2007; Doney, Barry, and Russel 2007), so far compre-

hensive and conclusive empirical results on cross-cultural dif-

ferences in trust building are still missing. Schoorman, Mayer,

and Davis (2007), in a recent editorial, point out the increasing

need for and value of cross-cultural trust research. They partic-

ularly ‘‘see the greatest opportunities . . . for the relative

importance of ability, benevolence, and integrity across cul-

tures’’ (Schoorman, Mayer, and Davis 2007, p. 352). Previous

research has addressed these questions only to a limited extent.

This article aims to fill this void and contribute to a greater

understanding of trust by evaluating the belief antecedents and

cultural moderators of trust in service providers in different

cultures. The research may help service managers develop cus-

tomer trust in different countries and determine whether they

need to apply different strategies to do so. We conduct a

multi-country study on four continents using primary data on

cultural values. We analyze the research questions in the con-

text of professional services. In professional services, such as

medical, legal, or banking services, trust is of particular impor-

tance, since customers lack experience and knowledge to fully

understand and confidently evaluate their results (Sharma and

Patterson 1999).

The remainder of this article is organized as follows. In the

next section, we propose a generic model of trust building for

service marketing. Using this model, we develop hypotheses

about the moderating effects of cultural values on trust build-

ing. We test these hypotheses using data collected in the profes-

sional service context of banking. Finally, on the basis of the

results of our study, we derive theoretical and managerial

implications and propose directions for future research.

A Model of Trust Building

According to a widely accepted definition by Rousseau et al.

(1998, p. 395), trust is a ‘‘psychological state comprising the

intention to accept vulnerability based upon positive expecta-

tions of the intentions or behavior of another.’’ Established

models in marketing and management research build on this

thought and have identified several intentions or behaviors that

are key antecedents for developing a feeling of trust (e.g.,

Doney and Cannon 1997; Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman

1995). Antecedents that have repeatedly been shown to influ-

ence trust are beliefs about the trustee’s ability (e.g., Doney and

Cannon 1997), benevolence (e.g., Sirdeshmukh, Singh, and

Sabol 2002), and integrity (e.g., Morgan and Hunt 1994). Trust

further has a future oriented component in that the trustee has to

gain confidence in the predictability of a trustee’s behavior

(e.g., Anderson and Weitz 1989). Moorman, Desphandé, and

Zaltman (1993) refer to this aspect as dependability.

In the context of services, ability reflects a service provider’s

capability to deliver high-quality service, based on expertise

(Doney and Cannon 1997) and experience (McKnight, Choudhury,

and Kacmar 2002). Benevolence reflects the extent to which

a service provider is well meaning and actually pursues the

customers’ best interest (Sirdeshmukh, Singh, and Sabol

2002). Evaluations of the predictability of a service provider

depend on the extent to which the customer can predict a

service firm’s behavior (Anderson and Weitz 1989), for

example based on the information provided by the service

provider (Eisingerich and Bell 2008).

Finally, a service provider’s integrity results from expres-

sions of honesty as well as the provision of reliable promises

and the sharing of reliable information (Crosby, Evans, and

Cowles 1990). Taken together, these beliefs constitute the per-

ceived trustworthiness of a service provider, which results in a

customer’s sense of trust (Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman 1995;

Sirdeshmukh, Singh, and Sabol 2002). We refer to these beliefs

as trustworthiness beliefs.

Apart from a stream of research that focuses on Japan (e.g.,

Dyer and Chu 2000; Yamagishi and Yamagishi 1994), research

into established trustworthiness beliefs primarily focuses on

Western contexts, especially the United States (e.g., Doney and

Cannon 1997; Sirdeshmukh, Singh, and Sabol 2002). Yet,

Noorderhaven (1999) questions the applicability of Western

models of trust development to other cultural contexts. Quali-

tative research in Singapore and among Turkish and Chinese

samples replicates the core trustworthiness beliefs though, indi-

cating that the model may be applicable across cultures (Tan

and Chee 2005). This point of view receives support from a

conceptual approach suggested by Doney, Cannon, and Mullen

(1998), who argue for the universal validity of trustworthiness

beliefs. Furthermore, several cross-cultural comparative stud-

ies provide empirical evidence that measures of the trustworthi-

ness beliefs and trust are valid and at least partially invariant

across culturally diverse countries (Branzei, Vertinsky, and

Camp 2007; Huff and Kelley 2003). Thus, we argue that the

proposed trustworthiness beliefs are universal antecedents of

trust across cultures, and we propose:

P: The perceived ability, benevolence, predictability, and

integrity of a service provider explain customer trust

across different countries.

Cultural Values and Trust Building

According to an often-cited definition by Hofstede (1991, p. 5),

culture is ‘‘the collective programming of the mind, which dis-

tinguishes the members of one group from another.’’ Hill

(1997, p. 67) defines culture as ‘‘a system of values and norms

that are shared among a group of people and that when taken

together constitute a design for living.’’ These definitions

incorporate two aspects that are relevant in the context of this

research. First, culture does not automatically correspond to

country borders or ethnic groups (Steenkamp 2001) but refers

to any form of social environment that shares common values.

Second, shared cultural values influence people’s cognitions.

Cross-cultural research shows that shared cultural values lead

to shared behavioral patterns, because they similarly influence

the underlying cognitive constructs (Triandis 1972) and
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cognitive processing (McCort and Malhotra 1993) of people in

a culture or subculture.

The Moderating Role of Cultural Values on Trust Building

Although perceptions of service providers’ ability, benevo-

lence, predictability, and integrity appear to be universally

valid antecedents of trust, empirical evidence suggests that the

effect of these trustworthiness beliefs on trust may differ across

cultures. For U.S. respondents, honesty is more important than

it is for Japanese respondents (Yamagishi and Yamagishi

1994), which suggests differences in the relevance of integrity

across cultures. Moreover, Chinese people are more responsive

than Australians to a target person’s conscientiousness when

they form trusting intentions (Bond and Forgas 1984), which

indicates that service provider predictability should have

greater importance in Chinese customers’ decision to trust.

Qualitative research also shows that Singaporean managers

rely heavily on the affective factors of trustworthiness in their

decision to trust, which may indicate the particularly high

importance of benevolence for this cultural group (Tan and

Chee 2005).

Doney, Cannon, and Mullen (1998) propose a conceptual

approach incorporating the idea that cultural values may influ-

ence cognitive processes and apply it to cross-cultural differ-

ences in the development of trust. These authors argue that

the values prevalent in a given culture affect the cognitive pro-

cesses that build trust. Similarly, Schoorman, Mayer, and Davis

(2007) suggest that cultural values influence the perception of

ability, benevolence, and integrity.

Based on this thought, we propose a theoretical framework,

arguing that specific cultural values moderate the effect of each

trust driver on trust. We identify the moderating cultural values

based on the strong conceptual links between specific, single,

trustworthiness beliefs and cultural values as characterized by

Hofstede (2001). The cultural value proposed to be most

closely linked to ability is individualism/collectivism, which

reflects the relationship between an individual and the group

in a given culture (Hofstede 2001). It expresses the extent to

which people value individual goals and accomplishments.

This means it determines to what extent, in a given culture,

ability is a relevant issue that is not only openly expressed and

recognized but also perceived as a cue for decision making. We

therefore argue that, compared to other values, individualism/

collectivism is particularly suited to explain the relevance of

customers’ perception of the service provider’s ability for the

development of trust. The cultural value that we suggest relates

most strongly to benevolence is masculinity/femininity, which

expresses the extent to which ‘‘tough’’ values, such as asser-

tiveness, success, or competition, dominate ‘‘tender’’ values

such as solidarity, nurturance, or service (Hofstede 2001; Singh

1990). Masculinity/femininity is directly linked to the level of

benevolence in a given culture (Gordon 1976). We therefore

propose that the level of masculinity/femininity in a given cul-

ture should be particularly indicative of the relevance that peo-

ple ascribe to benevolent behavior, when building trust. The

predictability of a service providers’ behavior should have the

strongest connection with uncertainty avoidance, because the

level of uncertainty avoidance within a culture is expressed

as tolerance for unstructured, ambiguous, or unpredictable

future events (Hofstede 2001; Singh 1990). Among other cul-

tural values, the level of uncertainty avoidance in a culture

should therefore be best suited to predict the relevance of per-

ceived predictability of a trustee when building trust. Finally,

we argue that the integrity of a service provider is associated

most closely with power distance. Power distance refers to the

way a culture handles inequality and authority (Hofstede 2001),

as reflected in the emphasis on hierarchical relations in fami-

lies, social classes, and referent groups (Clark 1990). More-

over, power distance reflects the prevalence of conflict and

opportunism in a given culture (Hofstede 2001). The latter

should be particularly influential for the importance that the

perception of integrity, which is characterized as honesty and

accountability of a trustee, has for people’s decision making.

The level of power distance in a culture should therefore influ-

ence the importance of perceived integrity for people’s deci-

sion to trust more than any other value.

This combination of specific cultural values and trustworthi-

ness beliefs strongly diverges from the approach by Doney,

Cannon, and Mullen (1998), who argue for multiple moderat-

ing effects per trustworthiness belief. For example, they pro-

pose that the effect of predictability on trust is moderated by

all cultural values. The effect of predictability on trust should

be particularly strong in cultures with a high level of collecti-

vist cultures, more feminine cultures, high power distance cul-

tures, and high uncertainty avoidance cultures. Hofstede’s

cultural dimensions framework, however, is an ‘‘unclassified

multidimensional construct’’ (Law, Wong, and Mobley

1998). This implies that the individual dimensions should not

be examined in isolation, since culture is characterized by a

combination of these dimensions, which are free to vary. High

uncertainty avoidance can, for example, go along with high

power distance or low power distance, with more masculine

values or more feminine values and so on. Thus, the different

cultural values will likely lead to contradictory predictions

regarding the effect of a particular trust driver in a given culture

(Furrer, Liu, and Sudharshan 2000; Noorderhaven 1999).

These contradictory effects, however, cannot all be valid at the

same time.

We therefore adopt an approach that is different from

Doney, Cannon, and Mullen (1998) and propose that specific

cultural values have moderating effects on conceptually linked

trustworthiness beliefs. We argue that this combination is

rooted in theory insofar as the core definitions of the cultural

values by Hofstede (2001) share conceptual links with specific

trustworthiness beliefs in our model (e.g., Anderson and Weitz

1989; Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman 1995). It is important to

notice here that other combinations of cultural values and trust

drivers could be proposed as done by Doney, Cannon, and

Mullen (1998) in their theoretical paper. Yet, the specific

values have a particularly close link and should ultimately

dominate when tested against competing effects as discussed
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above. In the following, we develop the hypotheses on the

directions of the moderating effects in these respective links.

Individualism/Collectivism as a Moderator of the
Ability-Trust Link

Ability should be a more important cue for trust in individu-

alist cultures than in collectivist cultures, because the former

value individual accomplishments (Hofstede 2001). Individu-

alists have a strong self-orientation, which favors individual

goals above group interests. People are evaluated largely

based on their capabilities and excellence is highly regarded

and socially rewarded (Kale and Barns 1992). Since perfor-

mance is measured by individual achievement, people inter-

act in an individual and competitive way. Emphasizing

abilities therefore represents not only an accepted but also

an essential, behavior for gaining customer trust in individu-

alist cultures. In contrast, collectivist cultures embrace a

strong group orientation, which prioritizes group rather than

individual achievement (Hofstede 2001). Members of collec-

tivist cultures value joint efforts and group rewards and eval-

uate performance on the basis of the achievements of the

group (Ueno and Sekaran 1992). Standing out from the group

and stressing one’s own efforts or qualifications is not

accepted and less prevalent behavior. In line with Doney,

Cannon, and Mullen (1998), we argue that ability thus should

play a lesser role in evaluations of a service provider in col-

lectivist cultures than in individualist cultures and predict:

Hypothesis 1: The effect of perceived service provider abil-

ity on trust is stronger for customers in more individualist

cultures than for customers in more collectivist cultures.

Masculinity/Femininity as a Moderator of the
Benevolence-Trust Link

We suggest that benevolence should be more relevant for

developing trust in feminine cultures than in masculine cul-

tures. The masculinity/femininity dimension reflects the preva-

lence of feminine gender roles in a culture (Hofstede 2001). In

more ‘‘feminine’’ cultures, both men and women adhere to tra-

ditionally feminine gender roles. In ‘‘masculine’’ cultures, men

adopt traditionally masculine gender roles and only women

adhere to the feminine roles.

Feminine cultures share norms for solidarity and service as

well as valuing cooperative behavior. Furthermore, feminine

cultures focus more on harmonious relationships and feelings

are more openly expressed. Fostering harmonious relationships

requires benevolence and feminine cultures are explicitly char-

acterized as having a higher level of benevolence (Gordon

1976). Masculine cultures however are characterized by norms

for confrontation and independent thought and actions that are

directed at the individual benefit and well-being (Hofstede

2001). The perceived level of benevolence is an indicator for

the potential for conflict in critical situations, with a high level

of benevolence indicating low potential for conflict.

Benevolence should therefore be particularly important for the

development of trust in feminine cultures that focus on good

relationship quality. This also implies that a low belief in the

benevolence of the trustee would have a particularly detrimen-

tal effect on trust in feminine cultures. In masculine cultures,

harmonious relationships are less important and therefore ben-

evolence should be a less relevant cue for the development of

trust. Therefore, and in line with an analog hypothesis by

Doney, Cannon, and Mullen (1998), we propose:

Hypothesis 2: The effect of perceived service provider ben-

evolence on trust is stronger for customers in more fem-

inine cultures than for customers in more masculine

cultures.

Uncertainty Avoidance as a Moderator of the
Predictability-Trust Link

We propose that predictability has a greater impact on the over-

all feeling of trust among people in high uncertainty avoidance

cultures than low uncertainty avoidance cultures. According to

Hofstede (2001, p. 161), uncertainty avoidance is defined as

‘‘the extent to which the members of a culture feel threatened

by uncertain or unknown situations.’’ The level of uncertainty

within a culture is, for example, expressed by the tolerance for

unstructured, ambiguous, or unpredictable situations (Singh

1990). High uncertainty avoidance cultures are explicitly char-

acterized by the need for predictability, which goes along with

a need for strict rules and regulations (Hofstede 2001). People

in high uncertainty avoidance cultures perceive life much more

as a threat and experience higher levels of anxiety. Low uncer-

tainty avoidance cultures have a much higher tolerance for

ambiguity and perceive uncertainty as a normal feature of life

(Kale and McIntyre 1992). Hence, the predictability of future

events is not considered as being of high importance. More-

over, people in low uncertainty avoidance cultures have a lower

focus on rules and regulations and tend to be less anxious.

Therefore, in high uncertainty avoidance cultures, predictabil-

ity of the service providers’ behavior should be a more relevant

information source of trust (Doney, Cannon, and Mullen 1998).

We propose:

Hypothesis 3: The effect of perceived service provider pre-

dictability on trust is stronger for customers in high

uncertainty avoidance cultures than for customers in low

uncertainty avoidance cultures.

Power Distance as a Moderator of the
Integrity-Trust Link

In the service setting, there are different views on the distribu-

tion of power between service provider and customer. Donthu

and Yoo (1998) argue for a generally higher power of the

service provider due to their expertise, knowledge, or equip-

ment; other authors provide examples of less powerful service

providers (Mattila 1999; Raajpoot 2004). Following Furrer,
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Liu, and Sudharshan (2000), we believe that the distribution of

power depends on the type of service as well as on customer

characteristics. This research focuses on the context of

professional services. In professional services, such as banking,

medical, or legal services, the difference in expertise between

customer and service provider is particularly large. This imbal-

ance of knowledge in favor of the service provider makes

customers particularly vulnerable in professional services

(Ostrom and Iacobucci 1995; Zeithaml 1981). Professional

service providers should therefore be in a more powerful

position than their customers.

People in high power distance cultures share norms for dif-

ferential prestige, power, and wealth (Hofstede 2001), as well

as the belief that talents and capabilities are unequally distrib-

uted across society. These beliefs go along with the acceptance

of a high level of authoritarianism and conformity by the less

powerful people. Customers in high power distant cultures tend

to seek advice from more experienced authorities and rely more

on the advice of their service provider. At the same time, more

powerful people are entitled to privileges and to take advantage

of their powerful position. Conflict and opportunism, such as

manifested in lying in your own interest, is much more

accepted and prevalent among powerful people (Hofstede

2001). This implies that customers need to take into consider-

ation that the service provider might take advantage of them.

Accordingly, research consistently shows that customers in

high power distant cultures have lower expectations of their

service provider’s reliability (Donthu and Yoo 1998; Furrer,

Liu, and Sudharshan 2000). Thus, overall the service provider’s

integrity should be an important cue for the decision to trust.

People in low power distance cultures, in contrast, prefer

egalitarian relationships (Hofstede 2001), and people place

greater value on solidarity and affiliation, with conflicts and

opportunism being less prevalent. Thus, the integrity of the ser-

vice provider should play a less important role for the develop-

ment of trust in low power distance cultures in general. In the

context of professional services, we predict:

Hypothesis 4: The effect of perceived service provider

integrity on trust is stronger for customers in high power

distance cultures than for customers in low power dis-

tance cultures.

Methodology

Study Context

We chose banking as our research setting for several reasons.

First, banking services are among the most internationalized

service industries (Zeithaml and Bitner 1996). Second, they are

relatively comparable across different countries (Malhotra

et al. 2005). Third, banking services represent professional

high-credence services in which trust plays a pivotal role

(Eisingerich and Bell 2008). The level of analysis of this study

is the service firm. While we realize that there are differences

between trust in the frontline employee and trust in the service

firm (Doney and Cannon 1997; Sirdeshmukh, Singh, and Sabol

2002), we believe the latter to be more inclusive. The overall

feeling of trust in the service firm encompasses the entire rela-

tionship, including not only personal contacts but also written

communication or online banking. Nevertheless, we control for

the potential effect of a regular contact service employee, that

is a certain service employee with whom they have regular con-

tact, on overall trust in the bank.

We collected data in 11 different countries on four conti-

nents. We chose countries that vary considerably according to

Hofstede’s (2001) cultural framework as well as according to

their gross national income (GNI) based on purchasing power

parity (PPP) per capita (World Bank 2008). When choosing a

sample that was comparable across countries, we opted for a

homogenous population since homogenous populations allow

for a better test of theory (Calder, Phillips, and Tybout 1981).

Business students constitute an appropriate sample group in

the context of this study because business students are a

well-defined target group that remains homogeneous and

highly comparable across countries (Erdem, Swait, and

Valenzuela 2006). With this context, we ensure subject pool

equivalence (Alden, Steenkamp, and Batra 1999), thus mini-

mizing the impact of other potentially influential factors,

such as education, social status, family status, wealth, or age

(Bearden, Money, and Nevins 2006). The universities and

business schools selected for this study were predominantly

public and most institutions were among the top 20 in their

respective country. In more than half of the countries, the

teaching language was English. Although research shows that

culture dimensions are robust across gender (Hofstede 2001),

we tried to obtain an equivalent gender ratio when possible.

Data collection took place from May 2006 until February

2007 and should be unaffected by the subsequent major

financial crisis.

Data Collection
Survey instrument. A paper-and-pencil survey addressed the

relationship of customers with their primary bank in different

countries. The surveys adopted the official languages of the

respective countries where necessary. When English was the

official language of instruction, we administered the English

version of the survey to reduce potential translation biases.

To ensure the equivalence of the scales, several researchers

translated and back translated them for the various countries

(Steenkamp, ter Hofstede, and Wedel 1999).

Scales and scale development. The survey consists of three

sections that include established as well as self-developed

scales. The first section gathers participants’ perceptions of

their banks on the basis of their ability, benevolence, integrity,

predictability, as well as overall trust. Each of these scales con-

sists of four items adapted from the marketing literature

(Crosby, Evans, and Cowles 1990; Moorman, Desphandé, and

Zaltman 1993; Moorman, Zaltman, and Desphandé 1992;

Sirdeshmukh, Singh, and Sabol 2002) and consumer trust
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research in related fields (Gefen 2002; Gefen and Straub 2004;

McKnight, Choudhury, and Kacmar 2002) as well as self-

developed items. The scales are listed in Table A1 in the

Appendix. Scale development was necessary due to the non-

existence of generally accepted scales of trust or trustworthi-

ness beliefs but a multitude of different scales that were

usually adapted to fit the specific research context. Among

these scales, we also could not identify scales for each of these

constructs that would have fit our purpose and research context.

In marketing, trust has predominantly been conceptualized and

operationalized via trustworthiness beliefs regarding the provi-

der (e.g., Morgan and Hunt 1994). Since we conceptually sep-

arate trustworthiness from overall trust, we had to develop a

measure of overall trust that did not include items on trust-

worthiness beliefs. We also had to develop scales on the differ-

ent trustworthiness beliefs, since the existing trust scales entail

single items measuring trustworthiness beliefs such as ability,

benevolence, integrity, or trust, which do not represent scales

of their own (e.g., Doney and Cannon 1997). When designing

the scales, we used items from established scales that fit our

purpose best and supplemented items that reflected the mean-

ing of the constructs that we captured based on our analysis

of the trust literature (Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman 1995;

Moorman, Zaltman, and Desphandé 1992; Sirdeshmukh,

Singh, and Sabol 2002).

In the second section, we use the Individual Cultural Values

Scale (CVSCALE) (Donthu and Yoo 1998; Yoo, Donthu, and

Lenartowicz 2001) to assess the cultural values of power dis-

tance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism/collectivism, and

masculinity/femininity. Hofstede’s (2001) fifth cultural dimen-

sion long-term orientation was not included, as it was not part

of our conceptual model. We chose the CVSCALE since recent

research has pointed out the lack of reliability and validity of

Hofstede’s VSM 94 (Bearden, Money, and Nevins 2006). The

CVSCALE has shown to possess good reliability and validity

and to be cross-cultural invariant (Patterson, Cowley, and Pra-

songsukarn 2006; Yoo, Donthu, and Lenartowicz 2001). All

items were measured on seven-point Likert scales, ranging

from (1) strongly disagree to (7) strongly agree. Finally, items

pertaining to customer characteristics and demographics,

including the length of the relationship, the existence of a reg-

ular contact service employee, gender, age, nationality, and

time spent in the country, appear in the third section.

Secondary data. To control for differences in the standard of

living and level of development across countries, we include

the GNI based on PPP per capita (GNI/PPP) of all countries

in our analysis, obtained from the World Bank Key Develop-

ment Data and Statistics (World Bank 2008).

Results

Demographic Profile of the Sample

The sample consists of 2,284 business students from major uni-

versities in the United States, Mexico, Australia, China, Hong

Kong,1 Thailand, India, Germany, the Netherlands, Poland, and

Russia. Of these 2,284 cases, we retain 1,910 that feature identifi-

able citizens of the respective countries, who had lived there since

birth. This condition is imposed to exclude other major cultural

influences. Overall, the sample displays an equal distribution of

male and female respondents. More than 70% of the respondents

are between 20 and 25 years of age. The average length of the cus-

tomer relationship with the bank is more than 8 years, which indi-

cates extensive customer experience. About 17% of the

respondents have a regular contact service employee. However,

Table 1. Intercorrelations, Average Variance Extracted, and Factor Reliabilities

Scale

Intercorrelations

a. b. c. d. e. f. g. h. i.

a. Ability .58** .47** .65** .63** �.17** .17** �.17** �.11**
b. Benevolence .60** .54** .59** .64** .00 .14** �.26** �.10**
c. Predictability .50** .53** .59** .70** �.05* .19** �.19** �.10**
d. Integrity .67** .61** .61** .75** �.12** .21** �.23** �.07**
e. Trust .65** .66** .71** .76** �.13** .12** �.16** �.05*
f. Power distance �.11** .05 .00 �.06* �.07* .03 �.12** .42**
g. Uncertainty avoidance .21** .18** .23** .25** .16** .08** �.41** .03
h. Individualism/collectivism �.11** �.20** �.13** �.17** �.10** �.06* �.34** �.25**
i. Masculinity/femininity -.05 -.04 -.04 -.02 .00 .45** .08** �.19**
j. CMV proxy .16** .08** .12** .19** .16** .05 .27** .11** .08**
Average variance extracted .69 .56 .50 .70 .69 .53 .55 .50 .56
Factor reliability .90 .78 .75 .90 .87 .78 .86 .86 .83

Note. Below the diagonal, we report the zero-order correlations; above the diagonal, we report the correlations that are adjusted for the influence of the common
method variance (CMV) proxy.
** p < .01.
* p < .05.
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significant differences exist between countries in all of these char-

acteristics. We control for these differences during the analysis.

Reliability Tests
First- and second-generation reliability tests. We test the relia-

bility of the scales using first- and second-generation reliability

tests. The tests are conducted on the largest sample (i.e., Ger-

many) first and then extended to the other countries. Based

on these analyses, the scales for benevolence and power dis-

tance required modification. The Cronbach’s a values are

acceptable for all scales across countries. Only the three-item

benevolence scale in Thailand (.69) is below the recommended

level of .70 (Nunnally 1978). We then build a measurement

model with the factor structure confirmed in the exploratory

factor analysis. The measurement model contains the four

trustworthiness beliefs—ability, benevolence, predictability,

and integrity—as well as trust and the cultural values. We test

the model on the entire sample and achieve a reasonable fit: w2

¼ 2,127.95, df ¼ 523, p < .001, w2/df ¼ 4.07, goodness-of-fit

index (GFI) ¼ .94, adjusted goodness-of-fit index (AGFI) ¼
.93, Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) ¼ .95, confirmatory fit index

(CFI) ¼ .95, and root mean squared error of approximation

(RMSEA) ¼ .04. The intercorrelations between the constructs

are acceptable (see Table 1). We further confirm discriminant

validity for all scales since the Fornell and Larcker (1981) cri-

terion is met. All factor reliability (FR) scores are greater than

the recommended level of .60. Country-specific analyses of the

FR scores confirm that this also holds for all countries. Further-

more, all average variance extracted (AVE) scores of the entire

sample exceed the suggested level of .50 (Bagozzi and Yi

1988). When analyzed on the country level, the AVE is some-

what lower in single countries for benevolence (.45 to .63), pre-

dictability (.43 to .65), trust (.48 to .82), uncertainty avoidance

(.44 to .66), individualism/collectivism (.42 to .61), and mascu-

linity/femininity (.45 to .61). We consider these deviations in

single countries as acceptable. All other scales exceed the

required criteria in all countries.

Common method variance (CMV). The cross-sectional survey

design has the potential for CMV (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and

Lee 2003). We control for CMV using a procedure proposed by

Lindell and Whitney (2001). We identify a scale in our survey

that was included for other purposes and that is theoretically

unrelated to at least one of the scales in our model. This scale

on regulation orientation in the banking industry (Cronbach’s a
¼ .75) can function as a proxy for CMV. We estimate the CMV

by selecting the lowest positive correlation (r ¼ .05) between

the CMV proxy and the variables in our model (power dis-

tance). We further adjust the correlations and determine the sta-

tistical significance according to Lindell and Whitney (2001).

The resulting adjusted correlations are shown in Table 1. The

fact that all correlations are still significant suggests that CMV

does not cause the interrelation of the variables. To control for

the influence of CMV, we nevertheless include the CMV proxy

in our further analyses.

Test for measurement invariance. To test for measurement

invariance across cultures, we adopt a procedure recommended

by Steenkamp and Baumgartner (1998) and follow the steps

that are relevant in the context of our research. We first deter-

mine the configural invariance of the scales across countries.

Overall, the configural invariance models possess a good

model fit. Only the TLI of uncertainty avoidance is somewhat

lower than the recommended level of .90 (Hu and Bentler

1999). However, since all other fit indices of this scale are in

an acceptable range, we do not see any major reason for

concern.

In the next step, we control for metric invariance by con-

straining the factor loadings to be equal across the country

groups (Steenkamp and Baumgartner 1998). The majority of

Table 2. Effects of the Trustworthiness Beliefs on Trust by Country

Country

Ability Benevolence Predictability Integrity

R2st. b T st. b t st. b t st. b t

Australia .10 .99 .32 3.16** .32 4.10** .27 2.88** .69
China .22 1.96* .00 �.01 .70 3.52** .18 1.67 .82
Germany .15 2.38* .18 2.68** .16 2.66** .46 6.01** .63
Hong Kong .14 1.49 -.02 �.20 .33 4.28** .58 5.86** .84
India .17 1.23 .16 .94 .17 1.57 .50 5.52** .72
Mexico .16 2.11* .22 2.51* .33 4.26** .30 2.98** .75
Netherlands .28 3.56** .23 2.44* .20 2.82* .37 3.80** .87
Poland .28 3.14** .09 1.00 .28 3.34** .33 3.47** .71
Russia .06 .40 .10 .88 .33 2.40** .50 3.80** .76
Thailand .08 1.14 .07 .82 .46 5.13** .31 3.83** .62
United States .17 2.28* .17 2.35* .45 5.63** .18 2.03* .69
Pooled Sample .13 4.98** .18 6.67** .33 11.77** .36 13.29** .70

Note. Dependant variable: trust. st.: standardized.
* p < .05.
** p < .01.
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the scales fulfill this criterion. Most scales possess at least par-

tial metric invariance and the trust scale shows full metric

invariance across the 11 countries. Only masculinity/feminin-

ity differs significantly from the unconstrained model. In this

case Steenkamp and Baumgartner (1998) suggest consulting

other fit indices, which are less sensitive to sample size (van

Birgelen et al. 2002). When assessing the other fit indices, the

partial metric invariance models of both scales possess a good

model fit and the fit indices only differ marginally from the

configural invariance model. We therefore conclude that par-

tial invariance is also supported for masculinity/femininity.

For trust as well as the cultural values, we further test for

scalar invariance, since we expect differences in the absolute

levels of these variables. All full and partial scalar invariance

models have a significantly lower model fit than the configural

invariance model. Yet, again we assess the change in the other

fit indices and find only smaller decreases or even increases in

model fit. We therefore consider the scales to be partially scalar

invariant.

Analysis of the Validity of the General Model of Trust
Building in Different Countries

To test the validity of our model of trust across cultures, we

first assess whether the structural model fits the sample. We

control for the influence of the CMV proxy and determine rea-

sonable model fit: w2 ¼ 904.41, df ¼ 155, p < .001, w2/df ¼
5.84, GFI ¼ .95, AGFI ¼ .94, TLI ¼ .96, CFI ¼ .97, and

RMSEA ¼ .05. All trustworthiness beliefs have a significant

impact on trust (see Table 2). Overall, the model accounts for

70% of variance in trust. The results of a multiple-group

analysis show that the model further accounts for a large pro-

portion of variance in trust in all countries, in support of our

research proposition regarding the universal applicability of the

model. The explained variance ranges between 63% in Thai-

land and 87% in the Netherlands. The impact of the trustworthi-

ness beliefs on trust, however, differs considerably between

countries. In addition, all trustworthiness beliefs are not signif-

icant in at least one country. A test of a model that constrains

the path coefficients from the trustworthiness beliefs on trust

to be equal compared with an unconstrained model shows a sig-

nificant decrease in model fit (Dw2 ¼ 65.9, Ddf ¼ 39, p < .01).

That is, the between country differences in the effect of the

trustworthiness beliefs on trust are statistically significant.

After validating the trust-building model, we test whether

the overall trust measure also possesses nomological validity

across cultures (Mowe and Voss 2008). The overall trust mea-

sure contains three items, including the term ‘‘trust’’ in the

respective languages. To validate whether trust has the same

meaning in the different countries, we determine whether it

relates to the acceptance of vulnerability as defined by

Rousseau et al. (1998). Two behavioral intentions that incorpo-

rate vulnerability are willingness to give personal information

and willingness to follow advice (McKnight, Choudhury, and

Kacmar 2002). In addition, we analyze the relationship of the

trust measure with other well-established behavioral outcomes

of trust. Two customer behavioral outcomes that consistently

result from trust in a service provider, according to relationship

marketing research, are word-of-mouth behavior and repurch-

ase intentions (Palmatier et al. 2006). Overall, trust in the

service provider is strongly correlated with all behavioral

intentions. The strongest correlation exists between trust and

Table 3. Group Means for Cultural Values by Country, Results of an Analysis of Variance, and ICC(1) and ICC(2)

Country

PD UA I/Ca M/Fb

Mean SE Mean SE Mean SE Meanc SE

Australia 2.35 .10 5.01 .09 2.99 .08 2.49 .11
China 2.62 .12 4.84 .11 2.49 .09 3.76 .12
Germany 2.37 .06 4.24 .05 2.40 .06 3.70 .07
Hong Kong 3.12 .09 4.76 .06 2.47 .06 4.13 .10
India 2.87 .11 5.16 .10 2.16 .10 3.42 .11
Mexico 2.55 .11 4.84 .09 2.18 .10 2.79 .11
Netherlands 2.37 .08 4.44 .08 2.76 .07 3.08 .10
Poland 2.54 .08 4.80 .09 2.86 .08 3.64 .10
Russia 3.73 .12 4.97 .12 2.70 .11 4.66 .13
Thailand 3.12 .08 4.89 .06 2.24 .06 3.94 .09
United States 2.19 .08 5.11 .08 2.69 .09 2.88 .10
F (df 10) 22.73 ** 14.97 ** 12.25 ** 34.08 **
ICC(1) .11 .07 .06 .16
ICC(2) .96 .93 .92 .97

Note. I/C: Individualism/Collectivism; M/F: Masculinity/Femininity; PD: Power Distance; UA: Uncertainty Avoidance.
a Reversed coding of the CVSCALE to display level of Individualism. b According to Hofstede (2001), the responses of men and women usually differ on the mas-
culinity/femininity dimension. Because the samples from the different countries entail significant differences in gender distribution, we have controlled for these
differences when calculating the country means. c Estimated marginal means.
** p < .01.
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word-of-mouth behavior (r ¼ .57, p < .001) and the weakest

between trust and willingness to give personal information

(r ¼ .36, p < .001). These significant positive relationships

exist for all behavioral intentions in all countries. The results

confirm that the overall trust measure possesses nomological

validity across cultures. Next, we test our hypothesized claims

that these differences result from differences in the cultural val-

ues among the groups.

Hypothesis Testing
Analysis procedure. There is an extensive debate and diverse

practice among cross-cultural researchers on how to account

for customers’ cultural values. These range from the use of sec-

ondary data at the country level, primary data at the target-

group level to primary data at the individual level (Bearden,

Money, and Nevins 2006; Steenkamp 2001). Our operationali-

zation of cultural values relies on the definition of culture as a

group-level phenomenon (Hill 1997; Hofstede 2001). Accord-

ing to the definition of culture as the ‘‘collective programming

of the mind’’ (Hofstede 1991, p. 5), it involves shared norms

and values among the members of a particular group of

people that differentiate them from other groups. Following

Lenartowicz and Roth (1999), we analyze the effect of culture

on consumer behavior by first grouping the subjects according

to their country, then assessing their shared cultural values with

the respective group mean. The group means and standard

errors of all cultural values are displayed in Table 4.

To justify aggregation of the cultural values, we calculate

two kinds of intraclass correlation coefficients, ICC(1) and

ICC(2) (Bliese 2000). The ICC(1) values we obtain range

from .06 to .16, which can be considered good and therefore

justify aggregation (see Table 4). We further calculate

ICC(2), which should be .60 or higher (Ostroff and Schmitt

1993). The ICC(2) of the cultural values are all above .90.

The group means can therefore be considered highly reliable.

In confirmation of our assumption of cultural distance

between the countries, the groups differ significantly in all

cultural values (see Table 3).

Multilevel analysis. The data set entails two levels of aggrega-

tion, with 1,910 customers that are nested in 11 countries. The

data on cultural values are aggregated and analyzed together

Table 4. Results of Multilevel Analysis

Coefficient SE t

Intercept 4.959 .09 55.38***
Individual-level control variables

Age �.044 .03 �1.38
Gender �.035 .04 �.90
Length of relationship .321 (E þ 3) .28 (E þ 3) 1.16
Regular contact service employee .089 .05 1.76
CMV proxy �.003 .02 �.17

Individual-level antecedents
Ability .176 .02 7.44***
Benevolence .182 .02 8.33***
Predictability .295 .03 10.62***
Integrity .393 .03 14.37***

Group-level control variables
GNI/PPP .160 (E þ 4) .06 (E þ 4) 2.60*

Group-level antecedents
Power distance �.087 .40 �.22
Uncertainty avoidance .011 .40 .03
Individualism/collectivism �.537 .32 �1.69
Masculinity/femininity �.081 .26 �.31

Cross-level interactions
Ability � Individualism/Collectivism .118 .06 1.86 Hypothesis 1
Benevolence � Masculinity/Femininity �.087 .03 �2.59* Hypothesis 2
Predictability � Uncertainty Avoidance .181 .07 2.46* Hypothesis 3
Integrity � Power Distance .118 .05 2.32* Hypothesis 4

Model fit
Deviance 4,526.14
df 16

Explained variance (%)
Individual level 55.48
Group level 9.80

Note. Dependent variable: trust; N ¼ 1,910.
* p < .05.
*** p < .001
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with the GNI/PPP at the country level. The trustworthiness

beliefs, the overall trust measure as well as the demographics

and the CMV proxy are analyzed at the individual level.

The hierarchical structure of the data with people being

nested in countries necessitates the analysis with a hierarchical

or multilevel design (Bryk and Raudenbush 1992). With a hier-

archically nested data structure, ordinary linear models would

lead to biased results due to an underestimation of the standard

error (Bryk and Raudenbush 1992). Hierarchical linear model-

ing (HLM) addresses this problem and allows the simultane-

ously analysis of the effects of data on two or more levels of

aggregation.

HLM further allows analyzing cross-level interaction

effects between individual and country-level variables. We

adopt a stepwise approach to model building. Based on the

intercept-only model, we first calculate the ICC, which

indicates the amount of between-groups variance in trust

(Hofmann 1997). The results show that trust encompasses

6% of between-groups variance. Next, to test the moderating

effects of the cultural values on trust, we build a model that

encompasses all control variables on both levels, the direct

effect of the trustworthiness beliefs on the individual level,

the cultural values on the group level and the hypothesized

interaction terms. Following the recommendations of Bryk

and Raudenbush (1992), we group centered the individual-

level variables and grand mean centered the group-level data.

They further recommend not specifying all b coefficients as

random, since this would have negative effects on model

convergence and parameter estimate stability. We therefore

only specified the b coefficients of the trustworthiness beliefs

as random.

In support of our theoretical framework, all moderating

effects are in the expected direction (see Table 4). Among

these effects, we find statistical support for our hypotheses

2, 3, and 4. Customers in more feminine cultures build trust

to a significantly larger extent based on the perceived bene-

volence of their service provider than in masculine cultures

(Hypothesis 2). In high uncertainty avoidance cultures, the

effects of perceived service provider predictability on cus-

tomer trust is stronger than in low uncertainty avoidance cul-

tures (Hypothesis 3). Compared with low power distance

cultures, in high power distance cultures the perceived integ-

rity of a service provider has a stronger effect on customer

trust (Hypothesis 4). Hypothesis 1 is not supported. The

effect of service provider perceived ability is only insignifi-

cantly stronger in more individualistic cultures than in more

collectivistic cultures.

To test for potential competing moderating effects of the

cultural values, we further build a model that includes the

hypothesized interaction terms as well as all other possible

interactions of the cultural values and the trustworthiness

beliefs as control variables. The model has a reduced model

fit (DDeviance ¼ 78.11), with none of the variables resulting

in a significant effect. To increase the model fit, we reduce

the model step by step to achieve a more parsimonious solu-

tion that fits the data better. We do so by omitting the

moderating effect of the cultural value for each trustworthi-

ness belief with the lowest t-value in the given model. While

the explained variance remains relatively stable in all models,

the model fit increases with each reduction. The final model

is consistent with our research model and supports our theo-

retical framework.

Discussion

Theoretical Implications

The results of our study contribute to service marketing

research in at least three ways. First, we show that our trust for-

mation model is valid across a broad range of countries. The

model offers very good fit, and all measures are at least par-

tially invariant across cultures, supporting prior cross-cultural

trust research (Branzei, Vertinsky, and Camp 2007; Huff and

Kelley 2003; Wasti et al. 2007). The model further explains a

major amount of variance across cultures with an average var-

iance explained of 70%, which is consistent with other findings

on trust in service providers (e.g., Sirdeshmukh, Singh, and

Sabol 2002). Therefore, the trustworthiness beliefs identified

in a Western context are valid across culturally diverse coun-

tries. Further analyses also confirm that the construct is fairly

consistent in terms of its consequences. The overall trust

measure correlates with established behavioral consequences

of trust that incorporate vulnerability, such as willingness to

provide personal information or to follow advice, supporting

the nomological validity of trust across cultures (Mowe

and Voss 2008). Based on these findings, we would allay

Noorderhaven’s (1999) concern on the transferability of the

trust construct arguing that trust is a fairly consistent construct

and established conceptualizations of trust are valid across

cultures.

Second, our results show that customers in different coun-

tries differ in their trust building in their service provider. The

trustworthiness beliefs leading to the development of trust

vary significantly in relevance across countries. This finding

has important implications for trust measurement. Trust

measures that use an indirect approach and assesses trust via

trustworthiness beliefs therefore might be flawed when

applied to compare consumers with a different cultural

background.

Third, the results show that these differences can be

explained by the cultural values of the target group. The vary-

ing relevance of the trustworthiness beliefs is associated with

differences in particular cultural values of the target groups.

Customer trust in individualist cultures tends to depend more

on the perceived ability of the service provider than is the case

in collectivist cultures. However, the effect is not significant,

which might be due to the low between-country variance in

both the effect of ability on trust and in individualism/collecti-

vism. Research with target groups that are more diverse in

this respect should be conducted to retest this assumption.

Benevolent behavior by the service provider has a significantly

stronger impact on customer trust in feminine, than in
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masculine cultures. Predictability also has a stronger effect in

high than it has in low uncertainty avoidance cultures. These

findings provide empirical support for conceptual propositions

by Doney, Cannon, and Mullen (1998). In addition, we show

that for professional services, integrity has a stronger effect

on customer trust in high, than in low power distance cultures.

This effect, however, should only be valid when the service

provider is in a more powerful position than the customer. In

situations where the customer is in a more powerful situation,

such as customers in luxury hotels, this effect should disappear.

Research shows that powerful customers in high power dis-

tance cultures place a high emphasis on reliability (Raajpoot

2004). Service providers are required to provide excellent ser-

vice (Mattila 1999) and should act less opportunistically

toward their customers. The integrity of a service provider

should therefore be a less important antecedent of trust for

powerful customers in high power distance cultures.

Overall, our results question the theoretical assumption of

Doney, Cannon, and Mullen (1998) that each cultural value

moderates all trust-building processes. Instead, we find general

empirical support for our hypotheses that the antecedents of

trust are moderated only by the specific cultural value with

which they share the strongest conceptual link. This finding

also holds true when the effects of the cultural values are tested

in isolation. These findings support Noorderhaven’s (1999)

concerns regarding multiple moderating effects of different

cultural values.

In summary, despite being subject to much criticism (e.g.,

McSweeney 2002; Oyserman, Coon, and Kemmelmeier

2002), Hofstede’s cultural dimensions again have proven

valuable for cross-cultural service marketing research. Our

results support previous cross-cultural marketing research that

indicates secondary data do not necessarily reflect the cultural

values of a specific target group in a country (McCort and

Malhotra 1993). When analyzing the correlations between the

values suggested by Hofstede (2001) and the primary data of

the target group, we obtain high positive correlations for

power distance (r ¼ .725, p < .05) and individualism/collec-

tivism (r ¼ .646, p < .05). When testing our model with the

Hofstede values, the effect of both values is supported also

with these secondary data. This correspondence supports both

the validity of the CVSCALE and our research model.

The uncertainty avoidance and masculinity/femininity

scores by Hofstede and our data, however, are not significantly

correlated. Yet, the fact that our primary data support our the-

oretically derived hypotheses backs the validity of the

CVSCALE and indicates a difference in the values between

the sample and the country characteristics as suggested by

Hofstede (2001).

We further tested our model with primary data on the indi-

vidual level using ordinary least squares (OLS) regression. The

results did not show any significant effect. This finding sup-

ports the notion that culture is a group-level phenomenon that

needs to be studied and analyzed on an aggregated level. Over-

all, our study shows that the CVSCALE can reliably be applied

to capture cross-cultural differences on a group level. Whereas

the authors of the CVSCALE themselves suggest that

‘‘researchers can (use the CVSCALE to) measure the cultural

values of individuals and group (aggregate) them at the level

that makes sense in their studies’’ (Yoo, Donthu, and Lenarto-

wicz 2001, p. 8), to our knowledge, the current study is the first

analysis to test and confirm the validity of the CVSCALE on an

aggregated level.

With regard to the development of customer trust, we con-

firm the notion that ‘‘as cultures differ in their values sys-

tems, evaluations of marketing communications will differ’’

(McCort and Malhotra 1993, p. 113). The effects of culture

we report for the homogenous group of students can even

be considered moderate compared with other target groups

that are culturally more diverse (Erdem, Swait, and Valen-

zuela 2006). The validity of our results therefore appears

strong. Moreover, the results likely apply to differences in the

cultural values of different target groups within a country and

may provide important criteria for customer segmentation in

service marketing. Finally, despite being studied in the con-

text of banking, our hypotheses are on the level of very fun-

damental cognitive processes and thus should have broader

implications for trust research and should transfer well to

other service contexts.

Managerial Implications

For marketing managers of global service firms, the results of

this study have several noteworthy implications. Our findings

show that trust shares the same beneficial behavioral outcomes

across countries with a diverse cultural background. Increasing

trust is therefore globally an equally important goal for service

marketing managers. We show that simple direct questions

regarding the level of trust are reliable and valid measures of

customer trust in the service provider across cultures.

The results further show that the ability, benevolence, pre-

dictability, and integrity of professional service providers rep-

resent relevant drivers of trust across countries with highly

different cultural backgrounds. This finding suggests that a

consideration of all four issues when striving to assess trust-

worthiness or develop trust makes sure that the most relevant

aspects are covered, independent of the cultural context.

When planning standardized global marketing activities,

managers should take these aspects into account to ensure

coverage of the most relevant facets of trustworthiness in all

countries. Also when assessing a service providers’ trust-

worthiness globally, these four trustworthiness beliefs need

to be taken into account to cover all relevant aspects of

trustworthiness.

Next, we provide examples of how each dimension could be

managed. Service providers can improve the perceived ability

of their firm by employee training, improving their service

design and operations, as well as by investing in facilities that

support this impression. We believe that the perceived benevo-

lence of a service provider can be achieved only with a truly

relational marketing approach that is actually tailored around

the specific needs of a customer. In the case of banking
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services, this would imply turning away from a selling-oriented

financial consulting approach toward an approach that is deter-

mined based on the achieved return for the customer. This

change in the business model would need to be accompanied

by a change in the image of the customer in the firm’s philoso-

phy. To grow the perceived predictability of a service provider,

one should care for a clear communication of the terms and

conditions of a service or transparency with regard to pro-

cesses. An increase in perceived integrity requires that infor-

mation and promises that are given to the customer about the

service are accurate and reliable and that the service provider

communicates in an honest way. In the case of financial ser-

vices, this could include, for example, also mentioning nega-

tive aspects or risks of a financial product.

The relative importance of most of these attributes for cus-

tomer trust, however, varies considerably, depending on the

cultural values of the particular target group. This means that

consumers in different countries may use different cues for

their trust development. Signaling benevolence, for example,

proved to be a relevant driver of the decision to trust among the

Australian, German and Dutch business students, whereas it did

not have an impact in China, Hong Kong or Thailand. Market-

ing managers should consider these differences by adjusting

the emphasis they place on each of these attributes in their mar-

keting activities, according to the specific value system of their

target group. These differences might occur when targeting

customers in different countries or different regions and cul-

tural milieus within a country. Consumers in the southwest of

the United States, for example, might share different cultural

values than do consumers in the northeast and therefore differ

in their trust building. When applying these principles to the

design of marketing activities or market segmentation,

service-marketing managers should collect data on the cultural

values of their specific target group in particular countries or

cultural milieus. These values can differ considerably from the

overall cultural values of a country, as are communicated in

secondary data. As we mentioned earlier, these results also

likely transfer to other professional services, such as business

consulting, legal, or medical services.

For perceived ability, however, we did not find a significant

moderating effect of culture. Our results hence show that the

concept and understanding of employee competence is quite

universal. Hence, ability is a core element of (banking) service

and it is essential for management to ensure a high level of

employee competence. It also means that managers globally

must design their people-related strategies in such a way that

their employees can convey their ability to customers, for

example, through global training schemes.

Limitations and Outlook

Several limitations of our study need to be mentioned which

suggest avenues for future research. First, we apply measures

of overall trust as well as of the trustworthiness beliefs that

include self-developed items. Although the scales were tested

for reliability and validity, further scale validation is needed

that supports their applicability across different service

settings.

Second, our research setting is a cross-sectional analysis of

existing relationships. We would argue that our results per-

taining to the moderating effects of cultural values on the

antecedents of trust should transfer to the decision-making

process involved in choosing a new service provider. How-

ever, this assumption requires further analyses. Third, we

investigate the development of trust at the firm level, yet

research findings show differences in trust in service firms

and in frontline employees (Doney and Cannon 1997;

Sirdeshmukh, Singh, and Sabol 2002). Since we have focused

on trust in service firms, research should analyze whether the

results also generalize to trust in frontline employees. Fourth,

we focus on a homogeneous target group in the specific ser-

vice industry of banking. Although we argue that the results

generalize to other professional services, further research

should investigate this claim. Fifth, further research could

investigate whether other cultural values or models are of

explanatory value for trust development. It might, for exam-

ple, be of interest to take a closer look at individualism/collec-

tivism and include the horizontal versus vertical dimensions

as introduced by Triandis and Gelfand (1998). Future research

should also analyze how beliefs in trustworthiness of service

providers form in different cultures. Research shows the

importance of quality signals on trust in the service firm (San

Martı́n and Camarero 2008). First evidence in an organiza-

tional context, however, exists that signals that shape attribu-

tions of trustworthiness differ according to cultural values

(Branzei, Vertinsky, and Camp 2007). Finally, research is

needed to understand whether the cultural differences we find

regarding the development of trust also pertain to conse-

quences of trust.
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Appendix

Table A1. Trustworthiness Beliefs and Trust Scales

Source of the Item

Ability
My bank knows how to
provide excellent service

Adapted from
Gefen and Straub (2004)

My bank is competent
and has a lot of expertise

Self-developed

The quality of my bank’s
services is very high

Adapted from McKnight,
Choudhury, and
Kacmar (2002)

Overall my bank is an
experienced financial
institute

Adapted from McKnight,
Choudhury, and Kacmar (2002)

Benevolence
The intentions of my
bank are benevolent

Adapted from Gefen and
Straub (2004)

My bank pursues
predominantly egoistic
aims (r)a

Self-developed

My bank acts in my
best interest

Adapted from
Sirdeshmukh,
Singh, and Sabol (2002)

It is the aim of my bank
to actually help me

Self-developed

Integrity
The information my
bank provides is reliable

Self-developed

Promises made by my
bank are reliable

Adapted from Gefen (2002)

My bank keeps the
promises it makes me

Self-developed

My bank is an honest
financial institute

Self-developed

Predictability
I know what I can
expect from my bank in
the future

Adapted from Gefen and
Straub (2004)

I am quite certain
about how my bank will
act in the future

Adapted from Gefen and
Straub (2004)

I do not expect
surprising (positive or
negative) activities of
my bank

Self-developed

My bank deals with
me in a predictable way

Self-developed

Trust
I have a trusting
relationship
with my bank

Self-developed

Even if not monitored, I trust
my bank to do the job right

Adapted from
Gefen (2002)

Overall I trust my bank Adapted from Moorman,
Zaltman, and
Desphandé (1992)

Note. Items measured on a seven-point ‘‘strongly disagree/strongly agree’’ scale;
reversed items are marked with an (r).
a Excluded from the analysis.
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‘‘Factors Affecting Trust in Market Research Relationships,’’

Journal of Marketing, 57 (January), 81-101.

Moorman, Christine, Gerald Zaltman, and Rohit Desphandé (1992),
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