
ABSTRACT 
Interpersonal trust in adolescence: a preliminary study on online/offline social interactions

and life satisfaction. Interpersonal trust is a key element in the development and maintenance of
positive social interactions and it has been positively associated with life satisfaction (Putnam,
2000). Specifically, it is a promoting factor of physical health and psychosocial functioning during
infant and adolescence (Rotenberg, 2010). In spite of the importance of trust in everyday life, there
is no consensus about its definition and, in turn, about its assessment. Moreover, the role of trust
in an online setting is still unknown. It may be important to explore it, since nowadays adolescents
spend more and more time on the Internet, an environment where many social relationships take
place. Thus, online trust could be identified as an element that can guarantee the success of these
interactions (Stratford, 2000). Starting from the theoretical perspective of Falcone and Castelfranchi
(2001), who defined trust as complex and dynamic construct, the present pilot study aims to inves-
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tigate adolescents’ online/offline trust and its influence on life satisfaction. In particular, we opera-
tionalized trust as theorized by the above-mentioned authors and based on two essential mental
ingredients, which are the goals and beliefs about the trustor and trustee and the trustee’s behav-
iour. In addition, we took into account both offline and online social interactions. The research, car-
ried out within a middle school in the province of Naples (Italy), involved 108 adolescents, aged
between 11 and 14. The data were collected through an ad hoc questionnaire. In particular, trust in
online and offline interactions was measured through a 5-point Likert scale composed of 30 items;
life satisfaction was investigated through the Brief Multidimensional Students’ Life Satisfaction Scale
(BMSLSS; Huebner et al., 2004). Factorial analysis demonstrates that online and offline trust are dis-
tinct dimensions (24% and 18% of explained variance respectively). In addition, only offline trust is
positively related to adolescents’ life satisfaction in different life domains (e.g. family, school and
peer). In the overall, the results suggest the importance of distinguishing offline and online trust,
and of exploring their relationships with adjustment indicators in order to understand how to pro-
mote adolescents’ wellbeing.

Keywords: adolescence; interpersonal trust; online and offline social interactions; life satisfac-
tion; online and offline trust measuring.

INTRODUCTION
Trust, trustworthy, entrust are very recurrent words in our vocabulary and trust is at the centre

of our daily life. Every day we carry out endless trust actions: we rely on the doctor who takes care
of us, on a website to make a purchase, on the information we find on the Web or on unknown peo-
ple with whom we interact online. Trust is in all fields of an individual’s associative life, both at the
interpersonal relationships level, involving one or more individuals, and at the institutional relation-
ships level, involving subjects no longer identifiable as individuals, such as trust in public and pri-
vate institutions or in economic organizations (Ficorilli, 2014). Given the importance of trust in
everyday life, it became the subject of several research works and has been studied by different dis-
ciplinary perspectives. Howewer, while there is an agreement on the complexity and the multidi-
mensional nature of trust, there is no consensus about its definition (Yamagishi & Yamagishi, 1994)
and, in turn, about its assessment. This, in part, is due to the various definitions of trust we can find
in literature that reflect the paradigm of the discipline of reference. For example, sociologists con-
sider trust as a social structure, psychologists as a personality trait, economists as a rational choice
mechanism (Lewicki & Bunker, 1995). In addition, as underlined McKnight and Chervany (2000),
empirical research drove most of the definitions of trust and each researcher developed a narrow
conceptualization of trust that fits the type of research they conduct. In the overall, the main defini-
tions of trust that were given can be grouped into two main strands: the first one focuses on trust
as an expectation concerning the behaviour of an interaction partner (Barber, 1983; Koller, 1988),
the second focuses on trust as acceptance of and exposure to vulnerability (Doney, Cannon, &
Mullen, 1998); Rosseau et al., 1998).  Castelfranchi and Falcone (2010) underlined the necessity to
identify a strong common conceptual kernel for characterizing the general notion of trust. Trust, as
theorized by authors (Falcone & Castelfranchi, 2001; Castelfranchi & Falcone, 2010), is a complex
mental attitude based on two essential mental ingredients, which are the goals and beliefs about the
trustor and trustee and the trustee’s behaviour. 

With particular reference to interpersonal trust, researchers demonstrated that it is an important
component of social capital (Salmi, Smolej, & Kivivuori, 2007) and, specifically, a key element in the
development and maintenance of positive social interactions (Randall et al., 2010). Furthermore,
interpersonal trust was positively associated with life satisfaction (Putnam, 2000), even if some
aspects of this relationship must to be still clarified. Some studies pointed out the positive conse-
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quences of high levels of interpersonal trust in social life, particularly in interacting with other peo-
ple. Results of these studies showed that people with high levels of trust are less likely to lie, to cheat
or steal than people with low levels of interpersonal trust; in addition, they are more likely to respect
the rights of others. Moreover, these people are less likely to be unhappy, conflicted, or maladjust-
ed, and they are more likely to have many friends (Rotter, 1980). Interpersonal trust plays a central
role during infancy and adolescence. Specifically, it is a promoting factor of physical health and psy-
chosocial functioning during these life stages (Rotenberg, 2010; Zongkui, 2008), affecting the rela-
tionships with parents and peers (Bernath & Feshbach, 1995; Harris, 2007). Researchers measured
the level of adolescents’ trust, investigating the factors that can affect it. Results of these studies
highlighted high levels of interpersonal trust in interviewed adolescents. Furthermore, they high-
lighted that there are significant differences as regards gender and urban or rural provenance, and
they revealed the influence of some personality traits and of specific coping styles (Chun, 2013).
Adolescents’ trust was also studied in connection with loneliness and self-disclosure, pointing out
that adolescents who were lonelier had lower levels of interpersonal trust than adolescents who were
less lonely (Rotenberg, 1994; Hamid & Lok, 2000). They did not find a positive relationship between
self-disclosure and trust instead (Vondracek & Marshall, 1971). 

Nowadays adolescents spend more and more time on the Internet, the environment were many
of the social relationships take place. Trust plays a central role in face-to-face interactions as well as
in online ones. In particular, trust was identified as an element that can guarantee the success of
these interactions (Stratford, 2000), as well as the precursor of an active engagement in online envi-
ronments (Hoff, 2016). As regards the definition of online trust, Beldad, De Jong and Steehouder
(2010) highlighted that the classic trust definitions can be applied to trust in online relationships,
therefore online trust and face-to-face trust would seem to be based on the same fundamental ingre-
dients. As regards the studies on online trust, the main group of them was focused on online shop-
ping, aimed at identifying factors promoting the development of online trust (Gefen, Karahanna, &
Straub, 2003; Kuan & Bock, 2007; Koehn, 2003; Salo & Karjaluoto, 2007) and at studying the impact
that consumers’ trust has on online purchase intentions (Chen & Barnes, 2007; Ling, Chai, & Piew,
2010). Other researchers, such as Henderson and Gilding (2004), studied trust in online communi-
cation, exploring the foundations of trust in online friendships and identifying four sources of online
trust, namely reputation, performance, pre-commitment and situational factors. Bryce and Fraser
(2014) analysed adolescents’ online trust instead, pointing out that they had a lower level of trust in
people they interacted with online, unless they were part of their existing peer network. These results
contrast with the general perception of young people as naive and trusting the people they interact
with online, suggesting that adolescents are aware of the risks associated with interacting with
‘strangers’ online. 

Another less considerable group of studies was focused on online and offline trust (Mesch,
2012; Feng, Lazar, & Preece, 2004), highlighting the presence of a relationship between the daily
trust attitude and online interpersonal trust. Specifically, people who were more trusting in their daily
life experienced more difficulties in developing trust online, whereas people who were less trusting
in their daily life were more inclined to develop trust online. However, different results achieved in
other experimental scenarios, suggest that the type of online communities and discussion topics
affect the change of trust attitude between daily life and online life. 

Despite the increasing dissemination of studies on online trust, the role of trust in online setting
is still unknown or not sufficiently investigated, especially as regards adolescents’ social interac-
tions. Furthermore, the relationship between online and offline trust is still unclear and the results
of the few studies conducted are inconsistent. In addition, this relationship was not investigated with
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reference to adolescents’ social interactions. It is still unclear how mechanisms of online and offline
trust operate and what are the elements, apart from physical distance, that affect them. The rela-
tionship between trust and life satisfaction remains to be clarified as well.

AIMS OF THE STUDY
Starting from the considerations made above, the present preliminary study aims to investigate

adolescents’ online/offline trust and its association with life satisfaction. In particular, we opera-
tionalized trust as theorized by Falcone and Castelfranchi (2001) and based on two essential mental
ingredients that are goals and beliefs about the trustor and trustee and the trustee’s behaviour. In
addition, we took into account both online and offline adolescents’ social interactions. In some way,
this paper intend to contribute to the debate on online and offline trust addressing the problem of
their definitions and measuring. 

In particular, a twofold objective described below was pursued:
developing a new tool to assess trust in online and offline relationships;
presenting the relationship between online/offline trust and life satisfaction, both in general and

in different contexts, such as family or school.

SAMPLE
The sample of this study included 108 adolescents, 54% male and 46% female ones, aged

between 11 and 14 (M = 12). The participants were students from a single middle school based in
the South of Italy. 

METHODOLOGY AND INSTRUMENTS USED
This study used an ad hoc questionnaire as main tool for data collection. The tool used was

designed by combining parts of different surveys in order to better understand the multiple facets
of participants’ lives. The questionnaire was composed of five sections. The first part was built to
acquire socio-demographic information and data relating to time and use of the Internet. Moreover,
this section also deals with the issues of perceived social support and social networking. The sec-
ond part was aimed at exploring the social representations through the structural approach (Abric,
2001) and the method of free associations (Verges, 1992). The third part of this questionnaire was
aimed at investigating any problematic use of the Internet through the GPIUS2 (Caplan, 2010), a 16-
item questionnaire with an 8-point Likert response scale (1 = strongly disagree; 8 = strongly agree).
Trust in online and offline interactions was measured in the fourth section through a 5-point Likert
scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree) composed by 32 items. The last segment was
devoted to assessing life satisfaction with the aid of the Brief Multidimensional Students’ Life
Satisfaction Scale (BMSLSS; Huebner et al., 2004). The last two sections of the questionnaire
embodied the focus of this study. The collected data were analyzed through correlation and factor
analysis.

ACHIEVED RESULTS 
In order to evaluate psychometric properties, the factorial structure of the interpersonal trust

scale was examined through the Analysis of the Principal Components applying the oblimin rotation
of the factor axes. The following elements were considered: analysis of the scree-test, the percent-
age of variance, explanation of the factors, the validity of the content based on the article, examina-
tion of the saturations of the articles on the extracted factors. Factor analysis revealed two factors
which explain 42,48 % of the variance. In Table 1 it is possible to observe that the first factor is char-
acterized by items regarding trust in online environments while the second one is represented by
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items related to trust in face-to-face relationships. Therefore, based on the contents of the items,
factor 1 was called “Online Trust Factor” (23,9% of the variance) and factor 2 “Face-to-face Trust
Factor” (18,5% of the variance). The reliability of both dimensions of interpersonal trust is very high
(“Online Factor” α = .90; “Face to Face Factor” α = .86).

Table 1. Factor Loadings for Exploratory Factor Analysis of the Interpersonal Trust Scale

With regard to the mean differences the adolescent’s face-to-face trust is higher than online trust
[F(1,105)=99,8; p < 0.1 – figure 1]. Specifically, girls show higher levels of face-to-face trust than
those of males (girls: mean = 3.73; ds= .72; boys: mean = 3.28; ds= .73).
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Online Trust 

Factor 
Face-to-face Trust 

Factor 
I’m complicit with people online 0,81 0,01 
People online are interested in my goals achieving 0,79 -0,07 
People online direct me towards other forms of help 0,76 -0,22 
People online help me in achieving goals 0,74 0,04 
People online support me adequately 0,73 -0,06 
People online can support me 0,73 -0,10 
People online are always available 0,73 -0,08 
People online understand my goals 0,69 0,01 
I have faith in people online 0,69 0,03 
People online are attentive to requests 0,68 -0,10 
People online know my goals 0,66 0,11 
People online can keep my problems to themselves 0,65 -0,17 
It’s important that people online help me achieve my 
goals 0,60 0,04 
People online could do more in person 0,36 0,16 
I don’t ask for help to people face-to-face because I ask 
for help elsewhere 0,33 0,14 
People face-to-face help me in achieving goals -0,12 0,74 
I’m complicit with people face-to-face -0,03 0,73 
People face-to-face understand my goals 0,02 0,72 
People face-to-face are always available 0,05 0,69 
People face-to-face are interested in my goals achieving 0,03 0,66 
People face-to-face support me adequately -0,26 0,64 
People face-to-face know my goals 0,12 0,61 
People face-to-face are attentive to requests 0,03 0,60 
People face-to-face point me towards other forms of help -0,28 0,58 
People face-to-face can keep my problems to themselves -0,09 0,57 
People face-to-face can support me 0,03 0,56 
I have faith in people face-to-face -0,20 0,55 
It’s important that people face-to-face help me achieve 
my goals 0,19 0,53 
People face-to-face could do more virtually 0,19 0,34 
I don’t ask for help to people online because I ask for 
help elsewhere 0,04 0,29 
Alpha  .90 .86 

 

With regard to the mean differences the adolescent’s face-to-face trust is higher than online trust 

[F(1,105)=99,8; p < 0.1 – figure 1]. Specifically, girls show higher levels of face-to-face trust than 
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Figure 1. Mean level of face-to-face and online trust factors 

Correlation analysis shows that “Online Trust Factor” and “Face-to-face Trust Factor” represent
two distinct parameters (r =.06; p= .53). As it is possible to observe in Table 2, the correlational pat-
terns of these two dimensions differ in terms of life satisfaction: only trust in offline relationships is
positively and significantly associated with gratification in terms of family, friendships, school and
self.

Table 2. Correlation between Life Satisfaction and Face-to-face/Online Trust Factors

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
First of all, with respect to the measurement of trust, the tool developed for this research showed

that online trust and offline trust, even if including the same elements, are two distinct constructs
that probably operate differently due to the diversity of the environments. For example, an online
environment is certainly more complex than an offline one due to the mediation of several factors.
Therefore, it is essential to identify the set of factors that affect the constituent components of online
and offline trust, so that they can guide the development of ad hoc tools based on field of use, as
for example, it was done for measuring trust between doctor and patient (Colì, Montani & Falcone,
2019).

Furthermore, the results of our research show that adolescents have high level of face-to-face
trust and low level of online trust, in line with a part of literature studies (Mesch, 2012; Feng, Lazar
& Preece, 2004). On the one hand, this would confirm a non-linear relationship between online and
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 Face-to-face 
Trust Factor 

Online 
Trust 
Factor 

Satisfaction TOTAL .42 .06 
Satisfaction with family .30 -.03 
Satisfaction with friendship .33 .09 
Satisfaction with school .33 -.10 
Satisfaction with myself .29 .06 
Satisfaction with where I live .20 .19 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

First of all, with respect to the measurement of trust, the tool developed for this research showed that 

online trust and offline trust, even if including the same elements, are two distinct constructs that 

probably operate differently due to the diversity of the environments. For example, an online 

environment is certainly more complex than an offline one due to the mediation of several factors. 

Therefore, it is essential to identify the set of factors that affect the constituent components of online 
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offline trust, as highlighted by literature (i.e. a high offline trust does not necessarily imply a high
online trust). On the other hand, it would suggest that we are dealing with adolescents, who are
aware of the risks present on the Web and of the consequences deriving from a misplaced trust. In
order to deepen the meanings that adolescents attributed to trust, and to better understand the dif-
ferences between the constructs of online and offline trust, it may be interesting to investigate the
social representation of trust that different groups of adolescents have, for example, teenagers with
high levels of online trust and teenagers with high levels of offline trust.

As regards the relationship between trust and gender, our research showed that females have
greater confidence than males in face-to-face interactions, and this is in line with literature, which
highlights gender differences in this regard (Chun, 2013). This gender difference disappears in
online trust, and therefore in our research the PC mediation in online interactions would seem to
eliminate gender differences. The relationship between trust and gender deserves further study in
order to understand why males and females operate differently when they interact with others face-
to-face and in the same way when they interact with others online. 

As regards the relationship between trust and life satisfaction, our study pointed out that there
is a positive relation between the two constructs, as well as in literature (Putnam, 2000). However,
in our study this relationship emerges only in the case of offline trust, not finding a counterpart in
the case of online trust. Therefore, it would seem that only putting trust in face-to-face relationships
could contribute to increase life satisfaction in general, and in the different areas of one’s life, in par-
ticular. Ours is the first study that aims to investigate the association between online trust and life
satisfaction, a relationship that should be further investigated in future studies in order to better
understand the results of this research. In particular, it would be interesting to identify the elements
that contribute to mediate this relationship in the case of online social interactions; one of these
could be, for example, the absence of an immediate response concerning the trust placed online.

To conclude, this research highlights the importance of analysing trust not only in direct rela-
tionships between individuals, but also and above all in relationships in virtual environments,
because of the important implications that trust can have for these relationships and for related con-
sequences in everyday life. For example, trust and the related perception of security on the Net lead
individuals to share information belonging to the private sphere, assuming (at times incorrect)
beliefs about their interlocutors. The uncontrolled circulation of personal data, photos and videos
involves several risks that could also affect the satisfaction and quality of life of the trustors.  Anti-
normative conducts such as cyberbullying, grooming and revenge porn are closely linked to mis-
placed trust that leads to the dissemination and exploitation of the shared information. Thus, by
exploring trust in virtual environments it can be possible to better understand these situations and
educate potential victims, often adolescents, to a more conscious use of the Web. In the light of our
findings, we underline the need to identify elements that make trust relationships in online contexts
different from those experienced face-to-face. A further element to be investigated should be the
trustee, which could be represented both by users with whom we have exclusively online contacts
and by the Internet users with whom we also have face-to-face relationships. Future studies could
provide important data that may allow to deepen the construct under examination and to analyse
how it is associated with life satisfaction.
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