Articles

Sympathy or Tolerance?
A Comparison of the Effects of
Trusting Most People and Trusting
Strangers in Asian Societies

The Senshu Social Well-being Review
2018, No. 5, 21-36
©Senshu University 2018
http://ir.acc.senshu-u.ac.jp

Keitaro Yazaki a

Abstract

The social sciences have increasingly focused on generalized social trust—namely, trust in
most people—as a key value for civil society. However, if all values have boundaries and are
simultaneously inclusive and exclusive, is generalized social trust inclusive of all people? Are
social minorities such as strangers overlooked? Sociological research on strangers defines trust
in strangers as civil inattention or indifference to others—a momentary attitude of tolerance
toward unknown others while being detached from them. We distinguish trust in strangers
from the concept of generalized trust by focusing on collective behavior denoting sympathy
for unknown others, as measured by trust in most people. This study compares trust in most
people and trust in strangers as a measure of generalized trust, and examines whether both types
of trust can be qualitatively distinguished by using data from the International Comparative
Surveys on Lifestyle and Values (ICSLV) for seven Asian societies. Using OLS regression, this
study compares the effect of two kinds of trust on individual well-being and consensus building.
In general, the results suggest that trusting strangers does not affect well-being and consensus
building. These results indicate that trust in most people is sufficient while trust in strangers is
meaningless.
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Classical sociologists argued that modern
society developed through the acceptance
of strangers as they bring various external
resources into the community and make
social order in the local community more
flexible and fluid (Simmel 1908; Sombart
1991 [1928]; Tönnies 2005 [1887]). Today,
the presence of strangers is expanding more
radically than they had assumed: while they
regarded strangers only in the framework
of nation state, society itself has become
more multicultural and, already, does not
correspond to the idea of a nation (Radtke
1998:81–2). Under globalization, many

people are crossing borders more easily and
experience themselves as strangers in some
way. Another point that classical sociologists
could not explain is xenophobia (Greek for
“fear for strangers”) in societies where the
existence of strangers is more generalized
(Hahn 1994; Nassehi 1995; Bauman 1998;
Stichweh 2007). This prompts the question:
a
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why does this contradictory situation of
simultaneously accepting and rejecting
the stranger occur in modern society? The
purpose of this paper is to consider the
relation between society and strangers.
Numerous studies on social trust use
a concept of strangers based on a different
perspective—understanding them through a
measure of generalized trust, which is often
defined as having a wider radius of trust in
others. Understood as a feeling that most
people—or unknown strangers—can be
trusted, generalized social trust makes and
develops civil society, enhances democratic
stability (Putnam 1993), reduces economic
inequality (Rose 2014), promotes individual
well-being (Helliwell 2002), and is important
for both individual and social well-being.
However, this perspective does not
sufficiently explain the relation with strangers
when immigrants are regarded as strangers.
Some studies have revealed the negative
relation between diversity, generalized trust,
and well-being: ethnic diversity decreases not
only social capital in the short-term (Putnam
2007) or generalized trust (Dinesen and
Sønderskov 2015), but also individual wellbeing (Longhi 2014). These findings suggest
that generalized trust is not well oriented to
the acceptance of diversity.
Does this type of problem arise from
a lack of measurement validity in trusting
most people? In most cases, the concept
of generalized trust is measured as trust in
most people. However, some scholars have
noted that this indicator includes both trust in
unknown people (those outside interpersonal
relationships) and well-known people at the
same time (Sturgis and Smith 2010). Delhey,
Newton, and Welzel (2011), for instance,
have shown that the trust radius of Confucian
societies is narrower than that of Western
societies. What “most people” means
depends on culture or region. Even though
this concept indicates a wider range of people
in Western than in Confucian societies,
it is obvious that this concept does not
include “all people.” We assumed that “few
people,” social minorities, or strangers are
overlooked when considering “most people.”
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Our interest lies in how we can understand
such types of people in the view of major
quantitative surveys. As another way to avoid
the ambiguity of the trust radius, Naef and
Schupp (2009) suggest using the idea of trust
in strangers instead of trust in most people.
If we use a more accurate measurement, will
this problem be resolved?
We regarded trust in strangers as having
a qualitatively different function than trust
in most people, and thus these concepts can
never be reduced to the same category. In
exploring this question, we expected there
to be a qualitative difference between these
concepts. The work of Georg Simmel (1908)
and Alfred Schütz (2002) reflect the premise
that trust in strangers defines “strangers”
differently than the concept of generalized
trust. In their frameworks, a stranger is one
who cannot sympathize with the society or
other groups. As Hellmann (1998) formulated
this, strangers are constructed when a
lack of understanding or distrust occurs in
communication. Conversely, strangers will
not be strangers when they are trusted or
understood. Therefore, trusting strangers
is paradoxical because it involves trusting
persons or things that are untrustworthy,
whose inconsistency is resolved when one
ceases to judge whether the other can be
trusted. This kind of trust is oriented not
to mutual understanding, sympathy, or
“shared values” (Fukuyama 1995), which
are expected to be fostered by trust in most
people, but to temporary tolerance that
instead requires distance from the generalized
value. By integrating trust in most people
and trust in strangers into one category, the
complicated relationships of strangers with
society disappears from view. As such, the
social acceptance of strangers can never be
resolved by simply affirming and promoting
the generalized value of social trust.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
The theory of social capital stems from
Adam Smith’s concept of sympathy. Based
on the notion of sympathy as a basic human
need, the theory of social capital links the
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consumption of one person to that of others
without calculating the return (Robison,
Schmid, and Siles 2002). In addition to being
adopted for well-known people—such as
family, relatives, friends, and neighbors—
this concept has been extended to a wider
range of people, such as strangers beyond
one’s interpersonal networks and unknown
people (Stolle 2002). As such, generalized
trust expands the radius of sympathy. The
starting point of this paper is that the theory
of generalized trust and social capital too
easily assumes the possibility of mutual
understanding with a wide variety of people.
Georg Simmel (1903) criticized Smith’s
concept of sympathy, claiming that it was
only valid for small communities—such as
the polis in ancient Greece—in which people
are fairly homogeneous, and their interests
relatively simple and undifferentiated.
Modern society is characterized by
urbanization, social differentiation, and
increasing diversity thus rendering sympathy
largely impossible.
Simmel cast similar doubts on the
view of strangers. Globalization promotes
encounters with strangers, accepting them
not as an outsiders who “come today and
leave tomorrow” but as new members who
“come today and stay tomorrow.” However,
strangeness—or being an “outsider”—never
disappears in society because a society
physically close to strangers is mentally
distanced from them (Simmel 1908). Schütz
(2002) emphasized the isolation of strangers
more intensively. He referred to the theory
of the looking-glass self, indicating that a
group or a person who observes others only
understands them through his own frame of
interpretation and thus never understands
strangers. Bauman (1998) regarded strangers
as located in the uncertainty between
friendship and enmity. For Bauman, the
category of strangers is both constructed—
as strangers are neither near nor far—and
ambivalent. If a group has understood a
stranger, then the stranger is not strange.
Strangers are strange—that is, they are an
unknown—because the group does not
understand them.
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In every respect, these sociologists
sought to decipher how people develop mutual
understanding with strangers and pointed out
the fundamental difficulty of doing so. Taking
these views into account, how can we regard
trust in strangers regardless of sympathy?
Stichweh stressed the “paradoxical structure”
of trusting strangers. In modern society, where
various strangers live together, a new social
framework has been generated: minimal
sympathy with indifference toward others or
civil inattention, which Goffman described
as a form of trusting strangers (Stichweh
2007:4–7). While people in urban cities must
detach themselves from others in order to be
indifferent, they must also make some gesture
to show minimum attention such as through
eye contact (Goffman 1963:84).
This study defines “strangers” as
constructed, when non-understanding occurs
in some communication process, or when
this non-understanding is structured as
distrust (Hellmann 1998: 434). So, we
cannot specify a priori who strangers are:
“strangers” does not have an objective
character, but is a relational concept (Hahn
1994). It is dependent on the context of a
group or society. People who once had the
same religion may be divided by dogma and
come to be stigmatized as “heretics” to each
other as a result of some political change.
People who had the same racial, linguistic,
and cultural origins may become strangers
in other contexts, especially in the street or
public spaces. This constructed character of
strangers is exactly the same as the concept
of ethnicity, which is constructed in relation
with other groups (Banton 2008:1275–6). In
this sense, the concept of strangers is neither
an objective category nor one constructed by
individual subjective feelings. It is specified
reactively by intersubjective contexts in
each society or culture when some lack
of understanding or distrust occurs in
communication or interactions.
When we regard the construction of
strangers as a result of distrust, trusting
strangers becomes paradoxical as Stichweh
stressed (2007) because it denotes trust in
something distrusted. To avoid or resolve
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this contradiction, some social techniques
exist: people can trust and distrust strangers
at the same time, trust them as neighbors
but distrust them as citizens, or can stop
doubting them temporally and trust them
successively (Hellmann 1998:439). In any
case––reserving judgement whether a person
is trustworthy or not, strangers are trusted by
suspending the possibility of sympathy and
mutual understanding.
In this framework, we can distinguish
between trust in most people and trust in
strangers. The former is oriented to sympathy,
while the latter is possible by suspending
sympathy in a momentary attitude of
tolerance toward an unknown other. This
does not prevent the creation of sympathy, but
demonstrates a social technique of treating
people in ways that do not involve checking
whether they can agree with one another.
This kind of trust can be distinguished from
generalized trust or trust in most people by
the following two points.
First, trusting strangers does not
contribute to social well-being and the
building of social consensus. The paradoxical
and ambivalent characteristics, which create
both closeness to unknown others and
distance from others, do not stabilize the
consensus building expected by the theories
of generalized trust or social capital. In
our framework, “bowling alone” (Putnam
2001) is not only caused by declining
social trust, which facilitates collective
activity for common purposes, but may also
result from having high trust in strangers
and the internalization of gestures of civil
indifference. Thus, trusting strangers never
contributes to sympathy and is unrelated to
social well-being.
Second, trusting strangers does not
enhance individual well-being directly.
While sympathy as a basic human need
raises well-being, temporary tolerance, or
suspending sympathy or trust itself, has no
impact on happiness. Civil inattention as
one social technique can extend a radius of
trust; it also prompts loneliness (Bauman and
May 2001:40) because such behavior always
remains at the surface and never engenders
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a heart-to-heart conversation. However, we
do not conclude that trust in strangers has
no effect on individual well-being at any
time. It is determined by social conditions.
Simmel’s definition mentioned previously
suggests the paradoxical relation with
strangers: in modern society, strangers are
physically accepted as residents or citizens,
but mentally isolated. Urban society makes
people more or less strangers, especially in
public space. The presence of strangers has
so disappeared, that people are needed only
to get along with strangers and lose interest in
them mentally. If we apply this relationship
to rural society, the exact opposite can be
deduced: strangers are physically excluded,
but can be mentally accepted. In such society,
the utility of strangers is increased, if they are
constructed as investors or tourists, who make
a profit directly for indigenous people, even
though the mean level of trust in strangers is
particularly low.

HYPOTHESES
Based on the aforementioned theories of
strangers, we assumed that trust in most
people is qualitatively different from trust
in strangers. To examine this idea, this study
comprises three hypotheses.
First, we hypothesize that three kinds of
trust exist: trust in family, trust in strangers,
and trust in most people. Moreover, trust in
most people serves to bridge the other two
types of trust. We examine this using the
partial correlation between these types of
trust (see Figure 1). They are different in
terms of the radius of trust: trust in family
is based on sympathy and reserved for wellknown people like family, relatives, friends,
and neighbors. Trust in most people also
fosters sympathy, but expands its circle
to unknown others. Both are positively
correlated in regard to sympathy. Trust in
most people is positively associated with
trust in strangers because both are directed
to unknown people, although both functions
are qualitatively different in that they are
oriented toward sympathy or tolerance that
suspends the possibility of sympathy with
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2).

surface acceptance. Trust in family has a
negative correlation with trust in strangers
because both are totally different in terms of
the trust radius and the quality of trust, which
results in conflict between them.
Generalized social trust or trust in most
people measures sympathy for unknown
people while trust in strangers suspends
the possibility of sympathy and enhances
the perceptual and temporary tolerance for
unknown people. Moreover, it is highly
unlikely that accepting strangers brings
benefits with regard to either individual or
social well-being, such as consensus building.
Second, we hypothesize that trust in
strangers functions differently to trust in most
people. In examining this hypothesis, we
tested the hypothesis that trusting strangers
fosters no consensus building, while trusting
most people affects it positively (see Figure

Finally, we hypothesize that trust in
strangers has no effect on individual wellbeing (see Figure 3). However, considering
the paradoxical relation with strangers, the
effect depends on a social condition, namely,
the degree of modernization. While strangers
are physically accepted in modern society,
they remain mentally isolated. In contrast,
while strangers in rural society are physically
distanced, they can be accepted mentally
because traditional society did not reject all
strangers, who were welcomed when their
stay was temporary and brought some benefit,
such as a tourist or guest (Stichweh 2009).
This study compared the effects of two
types of generalized trust—trust in most
people and trust in strangers—on consensus
building and individual well-being by using
data from the International Comparative

Trust in Most People

+
Trust in Family

+
Trust in Strangers

-

Figure 1. Hypothesis 1

Trust in Strangers

Trust in Most People

Consensus
Building

+

Figure 2. Hypothesis 2

Trust in Strangers in Urban Society

Trust in Strangers in Rural Society

+

Trust in Most People

+

Figure 3. Hypothesis 3

Individual
Well-Being
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Surveys on Lifestyle and Values (ICSLV).
This survey offers representative data from
seven Asian countries, as shown in Table 1.
As the key independent variables, we
measured trust in most people and trust in
strangers through the following statements:
“To what degree do you feel you can trust
or not trust the following people?” for most
people and strangers. Using a five-point
scale, the possible answers ranged from
“Can trust a lot” (5), “Can trust” (4), “Can
trust somewhat” (3), “Can hardly trust” (2),
or “Cannot trust at all” (1). This item did not
ask who most people or strangers are but
measured the cognitive or subjective extent
of trust.
Table 2 shows the proportion of
respondents whose trust score was 3 or higher.
The proportion of both trust in most people
and trust in strangers was relatively low in
Thailand and Vietnam but was higher in
Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, the Philippines,
and Indonesia.
We used this data to test our three
hypotheses, employing Spearman’s partial
correlation to test the first hypothesis,
OLS regression analysis to test the second
hypothesis, and both the Cantril ladder
method and OLS regression to test the third
hypothesis.

Before examining Spearman’s partial
correlation between the kinds of trust
(family, most people, strangers) posited by
our first hypothesis, we needed to consider
the results of each mean value (see Appendix
Table A1). Each of the seven Asian societies
surveyed (Indonesia, Japan, South Korea, the
Philippines, Thailand, Taiwan, and Vietnam)
showed a similar structure: the family was
trusted most, while strangers were trusted
the least. There was also a clear difference
between East and Southeast Asian societies:
trust in family tended to be lower in East
Asian societies, while trust in strangers was
lower in Southeast Asian societies.
To assess the second hypothesis, we
used OLS regression to compare the effects
of two types of generalized trust on problemsolving abilities in a community as a measure
of consensus building. This independent
variable was measured using the following
statement: “Do you think that your neighbors
can solve their disputes (trash disposal, noise,
sunlight blockage, etc.) internally within the
community?” The respondents’ answers were
scored on a 5-point scale: “Definitely” (5),
“Probably” (4), “Maybe” (3), “Probably not”
(2), or “Definitely not” (1). This item did not
ask about an objective ability in problemsolving, but only a subjective or cognitive

Table 1. Survey Data Study Description
JP

KR

TW

VN

PH

IN

TH

Date

2015

2015

2017

2015

2016

2017

2016

Age

20-70

20-69

20-69

18-74

18-80

20-82

17-90

Methods

Web survey

Web survey,
partly
telephonic
survey

Web survey

Face-to-face
interview

Face-to-face
interview

Face-to-face
interview

Face-to-face
interview

N

11,804

2,000

2,303

1,202

1,200

1,250

1,126

Note. JP stands for Japan, KR for South Korea, TW for Taiwan, PH for the Philippines, IN for Indonesia, VN for Vietnam,
and TH for Thailand.

Table 2. Proportion of Trust in Most People and Trust in Strangers (Unit: %)
JP

KR

TW

VN

PH

IN

TH

Trust in Most People

69.1

70.3

84.0

60.0

72.7

75.5

48.1

Trust in Strangers

35.1

20.3

41.2

15.5

27.6

22.1

10.0

Note. This table shows the proportion of respondents whose trust score was 3 or higher (“Can trust somewhat,” “Can trust,”
“Can trust a lot”).
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expectation of it. We assumed that this item
was also highly correlated to projections for
social consensus building. The mean values
of this variable were lower in East Asia and
higher in Southeast Asia. This model was
controlled for social attributes (including
gender, education, income, marital status, age,
and employment status) and trust in various
types or groups of people (family, neighbors,
and governmental staff) because these types of
trust are partially correlated with one another
and affect the independent variable. Although
trust in neighbors was positively correlated
with trust in most people, these two variables
must be distinguished theoretically, as the
neighborhood is constructed through a wider
relationship than that of the family but does
not consist of unknown people. Moreover,
trust in strangers had a positive correlation
with trust in government staff, and this
also requires theoretical differentiation: the
government is a social system operated by
unknown people, gives more explicit priority
to abstract principles like the law (Giddens
1990), and uses the medium of symbolic
generalized
communication
(Luhmann
1973).
Lastly, we examined the kind of
generalized trust that affects well-being. As a
dependent variable of general life satisfaction
(Helliwell, Huang, and Wang 2016:13–4), we
used the Cantril ladder on an 11-point scale
with the following statement:

you. On which step of the ladder would
you say you personally feel you stand at
this time, assuming that the higher the
step, the better you feel about your life,
and the lower the step, the worse you
feel about it? Which step comes closest
to the way you feel?
This item measured general well-being,
which assesses one’s whole life from a more
reflective perspective than happiness. This
abstract well-being is highly associated with
generalized trust, which measures more
abstract relationships with others. The mean
values in East Asia were lower than those of
Southeast Asia. The controlled variables we
used were the same as those in the second
hypothesis.

RESULTS
The results of the Spearman’s partial
correlation analysis mostly supported our
first hypothesis that trust in most people
has a bridging function between family
and strangers (see Table 3). Trust in most
people was positively correlated with trust
in strangers in each of the seven societies
at a statistically significant level; it was
also positively correlated with trust in
family in all societies except Thailand. The
correlation between trust in strangers and
trust in family was significantly negative in
all seven countries except the Philippines.
Thailand was a special case wherein a good
relationship with the family conflicted with
relationships with unknown people—not
only in the case of strangers, but most people.
We used OLS regression to determine
the effect of trust in most people and in

Please imagine a ladder with steps
numbered from 0 at the bottom to 10 at
the top. Suppose we say that the top of
the ladder represents the best possible
life for you, and the bottom of the ladder
represents the worst possible life for

Table 3. Partial Correlation between Kinds of Trust
JP

KR

Trust in Most People &
Trust in Strangers

.35

Trust in Most People &
Trust in Family

.09***

.18***

-.17***

-.12***

Trust in Strangers &
Trust in Family

***

Note: See Appendix Table A2 for details.

.28

***

TW
.23

***

VN
***

PH
***

IN

TH

***

.18***

.30

.20

.21

.33***

.17***

.20***

.06***

-.08***

-.12 ***

-.21***

-.04***

-.07***

-.08 ***
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result indicates that the communities in these
three countries consist of well-known people
who interact with one another on a daily basis
and share the same values; consequently,
both sympathy for unknown others and
the acceptance of strangers are of little use
for creating consensus in the community.
Vietnam showed different results from other
societies: trust in most people enhanced
problem-solving ability on the one hand while
trust in strangers interfered with collective
decision-making. This result suggested that
the shared value fostered by trusting most
people can build upon the sacrifice of a few
people, colored by some form of nationalistic
value or political ideology.
In testing the third hypothesis, OLS
regression was conducted to predict
individual well-being with regard to both
trust in most people and trust in strangers.
Table 5 shows the effects of both types of
trust (results of the other controlled variables
are provided in Appendix Table A2).
The results support the third hypothesis:
in modern society, trust in strangers has no

strangers on consensus building, the results
of which are provided in Table 4. These
results supported our second hypothesis: trust
in strangers does not contribute to consensus
building. Indeed, trust in strangers had no
influence on problem-solving abilities in
any of the seven societies. Moreover, in the
case of Vietnam and the Philippines, trust
in strangers negatively affected consensus
building in the community at a statistically
significant level. This result suggests
that trusting strangers only enhances the
acceptance of unknown others in face-toface relationships, but does not contribute
to consensus building in the community.
In Vietnam and the Philippines, tolerant
behavior—which Goffman conceptualized as
civil inattention—even makes it difficult to
solve problems in the community.
In contrast to trust in strangers, trust
in most people positively affected problemsolving abilities in Japan, Korea, Taiwan,
and Vietnam. However, we could not find
any statistically significant effect in the
Philippines, Indonesia, and Thailand. This

Table 4. Regression of the Dependent Variable of Problem-solving Ability in the
Community
JP

KR

TW

VN

PH

IN

TH

B (β)

B (β)

B (β)

B (β)

B (β)

B (β)

B (β)

1.56

(.00)

***

2.04

(.00)

Female (Dummy)

-.07

(-.04)

***

-.06

(-.04)

Married (Dummy)

.00

(.00)

-.03

(-.02)

Age

.00

(.05)

.00

(.05)

-.01

(.00)

-.06

.06

(.02)

Temporary worker (dummy)
Self-employed (dummy)
Unemployed (Dummy)

-.22

(-.04)

Non-employed (Dummy)

-.02

(-.01)

University or Higher Degree
(Dummy)
Household Income (thousand
USD)

***

.
***

***

(.00)

3.27

(.00)

.09

(.04)

-.06

(-.03)

.03

(.01)

-.01

(.00)

-.12

(-.05)

-.06

(-.03)

.05

(.03)

*

.00

(-.02)

.00

(.05)

.00

(-.02)

.00

(.00)

.00

(.06)

(-.02)

.06

(.01)

-.03

(-.01)

-.38

(-.13)

**

-.09

(-.04)

-.15

(-.05)

-.06

(-.03)

.15

(.05)

-.09

(-.04)

-.17

(-.07)

-.04

(-.02)

.03

(.01)

.00

(.00)

.03

(.01)

-.12

(-.02)

-.28

(-.07)

.

-.23

(-.04)

-.23

(-.03)

.06

(.03)

.01

(.00)

.12

(.03)

-.23

(-.09)

.

-.04

(-.02)

.04

(.02)

.22

(.06)

*

.06

(.02)

-.11

(-.04)

-.01

(-.03)

-.01

(-.07)

*

.00

(-.02)

.07

(.05)

.

***

.18

(.16)

***

(.06)

.

(-.04)

-.07

(-.03)

.00

(.01)

.00

(.03)

.00

(.04)

Trust in family (1-5)

.03

(.03)

**

.04

(.04)

.22

(.21)

***

.13

(.13)

***

(.05)

***

(.04)

.

.08

(.07)

*

.02

(.03)

.05

(.05)

Trust in strangers (1-5)

.02

(.02)

.

N
Adjusted R2

.03

*

-.13

(-.05)

.

.04

(.14)

***

.08

(.05)

.

.04

(.03)

.23

(.17)

***

.30

(.23)

(.07)

*

.02

(.01)

.17

(.15)

***

.03

(.02)

-.11

(-.08)

**

-.08

(-.06)

.03

(.03)

.31

(.22)

***

(.06)

*

.13

(.09)

***

.03

(.02)

.07

.08

***

*

2.30

(.00)

-.07

(-.03)

***

2.70

(.02)

-.06

Trust in most people (1-5)

***

(.00)

.05

(-.01)

***

***

1.74

(.03)

-.02

.05

***

(.00)

.06

Trust in neighbors (1-5)
Trust in government staff (1-5)

***

1.39

.

.06

(.04)

.14

(.12)

.03

(.04)

.06

.06

(.05)

-.03

(-.03)

-.01

(-.01)

-.11

(-.07)

10,434

1,970

2,299

1,092

1,100

1,085

1,093

.10

.06

.11

.10

.07

.03

.05

Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. All VIF are less than 2.

.

*
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effect on individual well-being, while trust
in most people has a positive effect. The
effects of both types of trust varied from
society to society. In Japan, both types of
trust showed a positive effect on well-being
at a statistically significant level. However,
when comparing the results, trust in most
people (.06) had a greater effect on wellbeing than trust in strangers (.03). The results
for Korea and Taiwan fully supported our
hypothesis that only trust in most people has
an influence on individual well-being. We did
not identify a statistically significant effect in
the Philippines and Indonesia. Moreover, in
Vietnam and Thailand, the results showed a
conflicting effect: trust in strangers enhanced
well-being while trust in most people reduced
well-being. We suggest that this result is

produced by the similar social structures
found in Vietnam and Thailand, which are
characterized by a large number of rural
residents: 74% of respondents in Vietnam
were rural residents, as were 66% of those in
Thailand (see Table 6).
These results are consistent with
Simmel’s view of the paradoxical relationship
with strangers: a society physically close to
strangers is mentally distanced from them. If
this view is valid in modern society, in rural
society the opposite applies as a rural society
that is physically distanced from strangers
can be mentally close to them. Although the
existence of a stranger is unusual in such a
society, the profits provided by tourists and
investors are also more obvious than in
urbanized society.

Table 5. Regression of the Dependent Variable of Individual Well-being (Cantril Ladder)
JP

KR

TW

VN

PH

IN

TH

B (β)

B (β)

B (β)

B (β)

B (β)

B (β)

B (β)

1.30 (.00)

***

.50 (.13)

***

Married (Dummy)

.73 (.17)

***

Age

.00 (.00)

Female (Dummy)

Temporary worker (dummy)

-.20 (-.04)

Self-employed (dummy)

.08 (.01)

Unemployed (Dummy)

.56 (.00)

.

.28 (.07)

**

.52 (.12)

***

.00 (-.02)
***

.87 (.00)

**

.19 (.05)

**

.31 (.09)

***

.01 (.04)

.

.02 (.01)

***

-.05 (-.01)

.34 (.10)

.05 (.01)

.00 (.03)

-.01 (-.10)

**

.00 (-.03)

-.37 (-.10)

*

-.46 (-.10)

-.23 (-.04)

.

-.01 (.00)

-.16 (-.05)

-.40 (-.10)

***

-.76 (-.09)

**

-.18 (-.03)

University or Higher Degree
(Dummy)

.13 (.03)

***

.15 (.04)

.

.27 (.07)

Household Income (thousand
USD)

.01 (.13)

***

.02 (.18)

***

Trust in family (1-5)

.45 (.20)

***

.30 (.12)

Trust in neighbors (1-5)

.12 (.05)

***

.18 (.07)

Trust in government staff (1-5)

.21 (.09)

***

Trust in most people (1-5)

.16 (.06)

Trust in strangers (1-5)

.07 (.03)

-1.07 (-.12)

***

.05 (.01)

-1.06 (-.12)

***

5.52 (.00)
.22 (.07)

-.33 (-.07)

***

***

**

-.21 (-.06)

**

4.13 (.00)
.21 (.07)

-.19 (-.03)

.14 (.03)

***

*

.33 (.09)

.14 (.04)
-.01 (-.12)

4.82 (.00)

**

-.96 (-.07)

Adjusted R2

***

-.44 (-.07)

Non-employed (Dummy)

N

6.08 (.00)

*

-.29 (-.05)
*

***
*

*

.00 (.00)

-.01 (.00)

-.05 (-.01)

-1.09 (-.08)

.09 (.03)

-.33 (-.08)

.

**

.00 (.00)

-.40 (-.10)

***

.13 (.04)

.20 (.03)

.00 (.10)

***

.02 (.04)

.04 (.15)

***

.28 (.13)

***

.14 (.05)

.

.30 (.14)

*

.16 (.07)

**

.17 (.09)

**

-.11 (-.05)

.06 (.03)

.30 (.12)

***

.17 (.08)

***

.12 (.07)

*

.04 (.02)

.07 (.04)

.05 (.03)

***

.48 (.16)

***

.48 (.19)

***

-.16 (-.09)

**

.05 (.02)

-.03 (-.02)

-.12 (-.08)

*

**

.02 (.01)

.10 (.04)

.

.16 (.08)

*

.11 (.05)

.01 (.00)

.21 (.09)

**

10,434

1,970

2,299

1,092

1,100

1,085

1,093

.10

.06

.11

.10

.07

.03

.05

.46 (.11)

***

.32 (.08)

*

***

.01 (.08)

*

.01 (.08)

*

***

.52 (.19)

***

.26 (.13)

***

.10 (.06)

.

Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. All VIF are less than 2.

Table 6. Proportion of Residents in Rural Areas (Unit: %)
JP

KR

TW

VN

PH

IN

TH

Results of ICSLV

91.7

92.4

N.A.

25.8

78.6

65.0

34.5

UN Statics

91.4

81.6

76.9

33.8

46.3

53.3

47.7

Note. Data for UN statics are retrieved from the United Nations Population Division’s World Urbanization Prospects: 2014
Revision.
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DISCUSSION
The results of this analysis indicated that in
urbanized societies, only trust in most people
enhanced individual and social well-being
although respondents were incapable of
trusting strangers. When we focus only on
the effect of trust in most people, this surely
has a positive meaning for individuals and the
whole society, but if we consider the different
function achieved between trusting most
people and trusting strangers, the results do
not show an optimistic outcome for strangers
as these societies do not accept strangers
cognitively in the sense of experiencing wellbeing.
Based on these results, we can assess
the stages of modernization in each society.
The evaluation criterion is not economic
development as measured by GDP, but the
extent of accepting diversity. The objective
indicator to measure modernization is
urbanization. In non-urbanized cities,
there are very few opportunities to have
contact with people that have different
values and are perceived to be strangers.
Urban areas functions as a medium for
the physical acceptance of strangers.
However, urbanization does not always
create interactions between different people
as people can refuse communication with
untrusted strangers. Trust in strangers
facilitates the surface acceptance of
strangers, and suspends judgment on whether

they are trustworthy or not, mostly through
conveying a gesture of tolerance, such as eye
contact or exchanging a bow. Although this
form of interaction promotes communication
among people who do not understand or
who distrust each other, it does not always
develop into subjective acceptance. Someone
who temporarily trusted a stranger can feel
distrusted by them, after having conveyed
a tolerant attitude. Subjective acceptance of
strangers is possible when a person evaluates
positively communication with strangers
whom he or she cannot understand or trust.
Even if a society shows a higher level of trust
in strangers, it can evoke xenophobia at some
point.
Based on this framework, we assess
the modernization stages of each society in
Table 7. Taiwan, Japan, and South Korea
are highly urbanized and shows relatively
higher trust in strangers. However, trust has
no relationship with individual well-being in
these societies. Therefore, we evaluate these
societies as not developed, but developing,
even though the extent of modernization is
relatively higher than the other four societies.
Only Japan showed a positive relationship
between individual well-being and trust in
strangers at a statistically significant level,
but we refrain from making that judgement,
given the huge sample size and relatively
lower coefficient. The result for South Korea
indicates a lower level of trust in strangers
than would be supposed from its high degree

Table 7. The modernization stages of each society
Country

Urbanization

Level of trust in
strangers

Trust in strangers and
individual well-being

Trust in most people and
individual well-being

Japan

Higher (91.4%)

Higher (35.1%)

None (positive)

Positive

Taiwan

Higher (76.9%)

Higher (41.2%)

None

Positive

South Korea

Higher (81.6%)

Middle (20.3%)

None

Positive

Indonesia

Middle (53.3%)

Middle (22.1%)

None

None

The Philippines

Middle (46.3%)

Middle (27.6%)

None

None

Thailand

Middle (47.7%)

Lower (10.0%)

Positive

Negative

Vietnam

Lower (33.8%)

Lower (15.5%)

Positive

Negative

Note: Urbanization shows the percentages of population in urban areas (SeeTable 6). Level of trust in strangers indicates the
proportion of the percentage of people who answered that the stranger can be trusted (see Table 2). Trust in strangers and
individual well-being and Trust in most people and individual well-being are based on the results of our analysis (see Tables 4
and 5).
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of urbanization. This gap should be analyzed
in future research.
Indonesia and the Philippines are in
the middle stage of development, both in
terms of urbanization and trusting strangers.
However, we should refrain from a hasty
assessment as the proportion of respondents
who subjectively stated that they live in urban
areas is greater than the objective percentage
provided by the United Nations, so deviations
from the population were anticipated.
In Thailand and Vietnam, both
urbanization and trust in strangers are
relatively lower than in other countries.
However, the results of the OLS regression
paradoxically implied the subjective
acceptance of strangers. Under circumstances
where contact with strangers is unusual, the
presence of strangers, mostly in the form of
investors or tourists, is clear for the indigenous
people. In this situation, people expect that
strangers will bring a direct benefit, even
though they would not genuinely trust them.
Therefore we predict that these societies will
accept strangers physically in the long term.
Furthermore, this framework for
assessing the stages of modernization in each
society provides a different view than when
using trust in most people. As shown in Table
7, trust in most people has a positive impact
on individual well-being. Considering the
results related to modernization, we have
to be satisfied that these societies secure
enough diversity at the subjective level of
individuals, and are sufficiently developed to
be regarded as modern societies. However,
if trust in strangers is taken into account,
these societies are still developing, as a
positive relation between trust in strangers
and well-being has not been found. There
is a possibility that xenophobia can occur
extensively, in spite of or because of urbanized
society. Greenen (2002:17–8) argues that the
concept of the stranger helps both to explain
the causes of modernization and understand
anti-modern movements—such as National
Socialism—in modern society. Our results
support his framework. In contrast to studies
on generalized trust that do not sufficiently
explain the mechanism of xenophobia in a
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modern society, this approach to strangers
clarifies both modernization and the antimodernization movement.
This study also challenges the validity
of “generalized” trust. In Thailand and
Vietnam it was demonstrated that trust
in most people had a negative impact on
individual well-being (see Table 7). Shared
values or social norms fostered by trust in
most people function in ways that are rather
oppressive to individuals. This kind of trust
in these societies may contain more directly
political or nationalistic ideologies, which
can be effective for social well-being or
collective decision-making, but function to
suppress each individual life. As Sen (2006)
argues, social capital may generate violence
to other groups. If we consider that all values
have boundaries and are simultaneously
inclusive and exclusive, social scientists
should be careful when using the term
“general.” Discussions on social capital
prefer to regard trust in most people as
generalized trust so as to maintain the shared
values or collective behavior for a common
purpose. Our discussion does not reject the
utility of trust in most people, but warns
that it has the possibility to generate lack
of concern about strangers. Our discussion
is not skeptical towards social integration
or inclusion. Rather, we can dialectically
summarize the relation between trusting most
people and strangers. To develop modern and
civil society, it is necessary to generate both
types of trust at the same time. A society
that has higher trust in most people enables
its members to have more sympathy for
unknown people. However, if society has
lower trust in strangers, such individuals are
categorized as “marginal,” excluded from
and not integrated into society, and thus
forgotten.

CONCLUSION AND LIMITATIONS
As a starting point, this paper qualitatively
distinguishes between trust in most people
and trust in strangers. Previous studies
have addressed the latter as a more valid
measure of generalized trust. However, if we
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consider the sociology of strangers—which,
paradoxically, defines trusting strangers as
trusting untrusted others—trust in strangers
differs from trust in most people, which
promotes cooperative behavior with unknown
people based on sympathy or shared values.
Trusting strangers itself causes rather than
suspends trust with a tolerant attitude.
Given this perspective, we examined
the different kinds of trust—namely, trust in
family, trust in strangers, and trust in most
people—and found that trust in most people
is positively correlated with family trust and
stranger trust. Trust in most people and trust
in family are identical in that they are based
on sympathy, while trust in most people is the
same as trust in strangers in regard to the trust
radius. However, they are different in regard
to social consensus and individual well-being.
While trusting strangers does not contribute
to the creation of social consensus, trusting
most people reinforces it. The results of the
OLS regressions analyses of seven Asian
societies confirm this argument. Moreover,
the effect of trust in strangers has no impact
on individual well-being, while trust in most
people positively affects individual wellbeing in urbanized society (Japan, South
Korea, and Taiwan).
The limitations of our research are as
follows. This survey, ICSLV, was limited
to seven Asian societies, thus we cannot
determine whether these results are valid
only for Asian societies or also for other
regions. Perhaps, in Western societies, not
only trusting most people but also trusting
strangers may enhance individual and social
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well-being.
Another limitation is related to the
validity of trust in strangers. It is still unclear
what this measure indicates. As we have
mentioned, the ambiguity of this measure
is plausible according to the theory of
strangers, because those who are strangers
are highly bounded by the subjectivity of
the respondents, cultures, and societies.
However, as long as we assign trusting
most people to being sympathy-oriented
and trusting strangers to being toleranceoriented, the latter must be correlated to
some measure indicating tolerance. In spite
of this theoretical perspective, we could not
examine the correlation because the ICSLV
has no question for properly measuring
tolerance.
Lastly, we have to emphasis that the
results that showed no direct effect on
individual and social well-being did not mean
that none of the respondents experienced
any kind of well-being from strangers. The
interaction effect between them should be
examined: some respondents may be happy
with strangers even in urbanized societies
while others may become unhappy with them.
We expect that educated people concerned
with sciences, or modern art and culture tend
to experience well-being because having a
relationship with strangers often generates
new information and different values for the
dominant group in a society. In any case, the
existence of some interaction effect suggests
a proper way to accept strangers cognitively,
in terms of well-being.
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APPENDIX
Table A1. Information about the Variables

Individual Well-being (0-10)

Problem Solving Ability (1-5)

Female (Dummy)

Married (Dummy)

Age

JP

KR

TW

VN

Mean

5.65

5.54

5.54

7.02

PH
6.67

6.91

IN

TH
7.30

S.D.

2.03

2.05

1.80

1.57

1.84

1.54

1.69

Mean

2.73

2.90

3.10

3.76

3.53

4.06

3.16

S.D.

0.73

0.76

1.01

1.03

1.13

0.96

1.06

Mean

0.49

0.49

0.49

0.51

0.50

0.50

0.53

S.D.

0.50

0.50

0.50

0.50

0.50

0.50

0.50

Mean

0.62

0.63

0.50

0.67

0.71

0.71

0.61

S.D.

0.49

0.48

0.50

0.47

0.45

0.45

0.49

Mean

45.61

43.05

40.66

39.67

42.65

38.92

48.53

S.D.

13.80

12.37

11.70

14.37

14.71

13.17

16.24

Regular Employee

%

40.55

48.30

67.78

12.92

13.07

12.64

16.70

Temporary Employee

%

20.13

10.95

6.38

24.89

18.30

20.48

14.12
46.71

Self-employed

%

8.82

17.25

10.59

48.48

31.47

29.60

Unemployed

%

2.72

5.80

5.17

3.38

9.83

4.08

1.51

Non-employed

%

27.76

17.70

10.07

10.32

27.32

33.20

20.96

Regular Employee

%

40.55

48.30

67.78

12.92

13.07

12.64

16.70

Temporary Employee

%

20.13

10.95

6.38

24.89

18.30

20.48

14.12

Self-employed

%

8.82

17.25

10.59

48.48

31.47

29.60

46.71

Unemployed

%

2.72

5.80

5.17

3.38

9.83

4.08

1.51

Non-employed

%

27.76

17.70

10.07

10.32

27.32

33.20

20.96

University or Higher Degree
(Dummy)
Household Income (thousand USD)

Trust in Family (1-5)

Trust in neighbors (1-5)

Trust in governmental stuff (1-5)

Trust in most people (1-5)

Trust in strangers (1-5)

Mean

0.53

0.66

0.64

0.23

0.11

0.15

0.23

S.D.

0.50

0.48

0.48

0.42

0.32

0.35

0.42

Mean

52.62

41.96

30.59

5.17

5.54

4.72

8.11
14.44

S.D.

32.20

22.32

54.17

3.82

6.83

8.07

Mean

3.78

3.66

3.74

4.42

3.99

4.36

4.47

S.D.

0.92

0.83

0.81

0.64

0.84

0.57

0.82

Mean

2.80

2.79

2.92

3.38

3.20

3.45

3.45

S.D.

0.79

0.74

0.74

0.80

0.88

0.85

1.00

Mean

2.69

2.48

2.63

3.44

2.99

2.83

1.98

S.D.

0.84

0.81

0.84

0.93

0.91

0.99

1.10

Mean

2.71

2.81

3.09

2.68

3.00

3.07

2.40

S.D.

0.73

0.69

0.71

0.91

0.87

0.87

1.10

Mean

2.10

1.91

2.29

1.68

1.97

1.92

1.34

S.D.

0.86

0.77

0.77

0.82

0.89

0.85

0.75

Note: Household income of each society was converted to thousand US dollars. The exchange rates were adopted from the average
rate of the surveyed year, based on World Bank data (https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/pa.nus.fcrf) and the Fed (https://www.
federalreserve.gov/releases/h10/hist/)..
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Table A2. Spearman’s Partial Correlation between the Kinds of Trust
Trust in

Trust in

Trust in

Trust in

Trust in

Trust in

Trust in

JP
(N=11,804)
Most People
Strangers
Family
Neighbors
Government staff

Trust in
Most People
1.00
0.35 ***
0.09 ***
0.35 ***
0.16 ***

KR
(N=2,000)
Most People
Strangers
Family
Neighbors
Government staff

Trust in
Most People
1.00
0.28 ***
0.18 ***
0.30 ***
0.16 ***

TW
(N=2,303)
Most People
Strangers
Family
Neighbors
Government staff

Trust in
Most People
1.00
0.23 ***
0.33 ***
0.24 ***
0.14 ***

VN
(N=1,191)
Most People
Strangers
Family
Neighbors
Government staff

Trust in
Most People
1.00
0.30 ***
0.17 ***
0.15 ***
0.14 ***

PH
(N=1,131)
Most People
Strangers
Family
Neighbors
Government staff

Trust in
Most People
1.00
0.20 ***
0.20 ***
0.22 ***
0.11 ***

IN
(N=1,134)
Most People
Strangers
Family
Neighbors
Government staff

Trust in
Most People
1.00
0.21 ***
0.06 *
0.27 ***
0.14 ***

TH
(N=1,112)
Most People
Strangers
Family
Neighbors
Government staff

Trust in
Most People
1.00
0.18 ***
-0.08 **
0.22 ***
0.17 ***

Note: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Strangers

Family

1.00
-0.17
0.21
0.26

1.00
0.25
0.14

***
***
***

Strangers

Family

1.00
-0.12
0.33
0.24

1.00
0.25
0.10

***
***
***

Strangers

Family

1.00
-0.12
0.29
0.24

1.00
0.23
0.07

***
***
***

Strangers

Family

1.00
-0.21
0.15
0.10

1.00
0.16
0.06

***
***
***

Strangers

Family

1.00
-0.04
0.09
0.05

1.00
0.23
0.18

**

Strangers

Family

1.00
-0.07
0.16
0.15

1.00
0.37
0.00

*
***
***

Strangers

Family

1.00
-0.08
0.08
0.30

1.00
0.36
-0.04

*
**
***

***
***

***
***

***
***

***
*

***
***

***

***

Neighbors

Government staff

1.00
0.17

1.00

***

Neighbors

Government staff

1.00
0.07

1.00

**

Neighbors

Government staff

1.00
0.14

1.00

***

Neighbors

Government staff

1.00
0.07

1.00

**

Neighbors

Government staff

1.00
0.18

1.00

***

Neighbors

Government staff

1.00
0.15

1.00

***

Neighbors

Government staff

1.00
0.15

1.00

***
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