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Abstract

:

Trust is a fundamental element of educational success. However, compared to what we know about teachers’ perceptions of trust, relatively less is known about students’ perceptions of trust. This paper describes two experimental investigations that tested the effects of authority competence and benevolence on students’ perceptions of trust and their engagement. The investigations also explored whether university identification moderated the influence of authority competence and benevolence on assessments of authority trustworthiness and university engagement. As part of an online experiment administered in the Fall 2010 and the Spring 2011 academic terms, Italian (n = 211; Study 1) and U.S. (n = 226; Study 2) undergraduates were primed to identity or not identify with their university before they read one of four scenarios describing a professor’s behavior (i.e., competent and benevolent; competent but uncaring; incompetent but benevolent; incompetent and uncaring). Results showed that students from both Italy and the United States viewed a competent and caring professor as most trustworthy and an incompetent and uncaring professor as least trustworthy. Furthermore, in both countries, students trusted an incompetent and caring professor more compared to a competent and uncaring professor. University identification did not influence trustworthiness.
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1. Introduction


Trust is an essential element for all relationships and it has been studied within many disciplines and contexts, including organizational science (e.g., Kramer and Tyler 1996; Rousseau et al. 1998) and educational contexts (e.g., Kosonen and Ikonen 2019; Tschannen-Moran and Hoy 2000). Like many constructs in the social sciences, trust has been examined in multiple ways, making use of a wide variety of definitions (McEvily et al. 2003). In educational contexts, Hoy and Tschannen-Moran (1999) defined trust as one party’s willingness to be vulnerable to another party based on the confidence that the latter party is benevolent, competent, reliable, honest, and open. Bryk and Schneider (1996) described trust in schools as a source of social capital in which all parties (e.g., principals, teachers, students, and parents) have expectations that the other party will behave in ways that are right and good. In educational settings, trust is a key predictor of collaboration and cooperation (Forsyth et al. 2011; Mitchell et al. 2011; Tschannen-Moran 2001), healthy school climates (Smith et al. 2001; Tschannen-Moran et al. 2006), and students’ achievement (Goddard et al. 2001; Hoy and Tschannen-Moran 1999; Tschannen-Moran 2004). For example, Tschannen-Moran (2001) found that trust predicted teachers’ collaborations with principals and clients (i.e., students and parents). Furthermore, when parents trusted teachers, they were more likely to participate in school-relevant decisions. Trust among teachers, principals, and parents also impacts students’ performances and it has been found to be an essential element for effective school reform (Bryk and Schneider 2002, 2003; Forsyth 2008; Tschannen-Moran 2004). Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (1998) found that, within schools where the level of trust was high, teachers went beyond the minimum requirements of their contractual agreements. They also argued that a growing distrust of schools is shown in the increasing number of people unwilling to entrust their children to schools at all.



Compared to what we know about teachers’ perceptions of trust, relatively less is known about students’ perceptions of trust (Mitchell et al. 2016; Romero 2015). However, research has shown that students who trust their instructors perceive these instructors as more fair (Chory-Assad 2007), perform better, identify with school and academics, and participate in more extracurricular activities (Hoy and Tschannen-Moran 1999; Tschannen-Moran 2009; Tschannen-Moran and Hoy 2000). Romero (2015) found that high schools students who trusted their teachers and their schools had better school outcomes, higher grade point average (GPA), were more ambitious in their postsecondary plans, and more likely to graduate. Even fewer empirical studies have explored trustworthiness in higher education and if, or how, it matters (Kosonen and Ikonen 2019). Analyzing qualitative data collected from a Finnish university, Kosonen and Ikonen (2019) demonstrated that by showing trustworthiness, leaders promoted the organizational engagement of followers.




2. Two Facets of Trustworthiness


Trustworthiness refers to the attributes of a trustee that inspire trust (Colquitt and Rodell 2011; Mayer et al. 1995). Almost all scholars share the view that trustworthiness includes multiple dimensions (e.g., Kohring and Matthes 2007; McKnight et al. 2002). Many studies have proposed that trustworthiness includes at least two dimensions (i.e., benevolence or the “will do” dimension of trustworthiness and competence or the “can do” dimension of trustworthiness; e.g., Jungermann et al. 1995; McAllister 1995; Metlay 1999; Oleszkiewicz and Lachowicz-Tabaczek 2016; Rousseau et al. 1998). The former dimension is perhaps the most common facet of trust (e.g., Johnston et al. 2015; also described as good intentions, Barki et al. 2015; character-based trust, Gabarro 1978; good-will trust, Das and Teng 1998, 2001; Lui and Ngo 2004; Nooteboom 1996; dignified and respectful treatment, Tyler 2001; affective beliefs about institutional behavior, Metlay 1999; and responsibility, care, and concern, McAllister 1995). In schools, benevolence is the sense that the trustee has good intentions, and has the trustor’s best interests in mind (Romero 2015; Tschannen-Moran 2004). In this context, students can be confident that one’s well-being, or something one cares about, will be protected and not harmed even when the opportunity is available (Hoy and Tschannen-Moran 1999; Tschannen-Moran and Hoy 2000). Perceptions of authority benevolence are based on authority behaviors reflecting relational factors such as good intentions, goodwill, care, and concern for others’ welfare (Jungermann et al. 1995).



The second main dimension of trustworthiness describes competence (e.g., Barki et al. 2015; Das and Teng 1998, 2001; Gabarro 1978, Lui and Ngo 2004; also described as ability-based trust, Nooteboom 1996; competency-based trust, Barber 1983; Johnston et al. 2015; and reliable and effective problem solving, Tyler 2001). Perceptions of authority competence are based on authority behaviors reflecting abilities, competencies, reliability, and ways of performing professional roles (Jungermann et al. 1995). In educational contexts, competence is defined as perceived expertise, skills, or knowledge (Romero 2015; Tschannen-Moran 2004). Competence-based trust refers to an individual’s capability to do what they have been asked to do and includes experience, institutional validation, and the ability to manage knowledge by integrating skills, personal values, and attitudes (Kim et al. 2003). Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (2000) argued that benevolence is one of the most important facets of trust in schools. However, they also stated that there are times when benevolence is not enough because competence is involved in fulfilling expectation. Romero (2015) stated that for students, perceptions of teachers’ competence are much more likely to revolve around what happens in the classroom and whether classes are interesting and challenging.



Experimental or quasi-experimental studies manipulating competence and benevolence as trust-in-authority dimensions are rare. In one of the few experiments that we could find, Oleszkiewicz and Lachowicz-Tabaczek (2016) examined the influence of perceived competence—including characteristics like competence and precision—and warmth—including characteristics like niceness and supportiveness—in a work context. Results showed that the manipulations of both supervisors’ and a subordinates’ competence influenced participants’ judgment of trustworthiness to an equal extent. Warmth expressed by a supervisor had a greater impact on trustworthiness than warmth expressed by a subordinate. However, the trust constructs inspected by Oleszkiewicz and Lachowicz-Tabaczek (2016) were intended to measure trustworthiness in work organizations. They were not designed to study trustworthiness in educational contexts. Therefore, in this project, we built upon these earlier manipulations of trustworthiness by experimentally manipulating two different components of an educational authority’s trustworthiness—the authority’s competence and benevolence. We then measured students’ perceptions of authority trustworthiness. We predicted that authority benevolence would increase students’ perceptions of trust and their engagement. Authority malevolence would decrease students’ perceptions of trust and their engagement1. Authority competence would increase students’ perceptions of trust and their engagement. Authority incompetence would decrease students’ perceptions of trust and their engagement.




3. Institution Identification


Identification with educational contexts can be defined as the students’ sense of belonging to and valuing a school (Voelkl 1997). Identification and trust are related but distinct constructs (e.g., Han and Harms 2010; Martínez and del Bosque 2013). Middle and high school students who reported a strong sense of belonging to their school were more engaged and motivated to succeed in comparison to students who did not report a strong sense of belonging to their school (Finn and Voelkl 1993; Furrer and Skinner 2003; Goodenow and Grady 1993; Hagborg 2003; Ryan and Patrick 2001; Voelkl 1997). Similarly, United States university students who identified more strongly with their university also reported greater campus involvement (Jackson et al. 2011). On the contrary, studies found that students who do not have a sense of belonging and who do not value school as being important for their life showed school-related problems and poor academic achievement (Finn and Voelkl 1993; Osborne 1995, 1997; Voelkl 1997).



According to the group value (Lind and Tyler 1988; Tyler and Lind 1992) and engagement models (Blader and Tyler 2009; Tyler and Blader 2003; Tyler et al. 1996; Smith et al. 2006), if people view the group that an authority represents as an important reference group, they will view the authority’s behavior as indicative of both their value to the group and the potential quality of their long-term relationship with other group members. If people do not care about the group the authority represents, they will not be as interested in any relational information that authority treatment might communicate (Smith et al. 1998). Instead, they will pay more attention to any cues that could indicate that they will get the outcomes that they want. For example, in a study of United States undergraduates (Smith et al. 2009), the relative quality of university authorities’ behavior during the first few weeks of term predicted students’ perceptions that the university community respected them and their academic engagement three months later. In contrast, for students who did not identify as strongly with the university, the relative favorability of their outcomes during the first few weeks predicted feelings of respect and academic engagement three months later. Similarly, Italian undergraduates who identified more closely with the university reported more academic engagement if they felt that faculty treated them with benevolence. Faculty treatment quality did not predict the academic engagement of students who did not identify closely with the university (Di Battista et al. 2014).



Following the aforementioned literature, we assumed that authority benevolence may represent a relational form of procedural justice that indicates whether the larger group or institution values a person (Leventhal 1980; Tyler and Smith 1999) or a relational orientation focused on interpersonal contacts and relationships (Abele and Wojciszke 2007; Berti and Di Battista 2011). Therefore, students who identify more strongly with a university should care more about a university authority’s benevolence compared to students who do not identify in this way. In contrast, authority competence could serve as a useful indicator of outcome favorability (Tyler 1997) or could represent an instrumental orientation basically related to goal-based pursuit of self-interest (Abele and Wojciszke 2007) for low identification students. Therefore, students who identify less strongly with the university should care more about information related to competence compared to high identification students. Therefore, we hypothesized that for students primed to identify with a university, authorities’ benevolent behaviors would increase perceptions of trustworthiness and engagement compared with students primed to not identify with university. Furthermore, we expected that for students primed not to identify with the university, authorities’ competent behaviors would increase perceptions of trustworthiness and engagement compared with students primed to identify with the university (see Figure 1).



To test these hypotheses, we conducted two studies with undergraduates from a university in Italy and undergraduates from a university in the United States. Both universities were founded in the 1960s as public universities designed to increase regional access to higher education. The two universities had similar missions and public reputations. Since our goal was to confirm the general psychological model that we outline in Figure 1, the chance to repeat the exact same experiment in two different countries offered a unique opportunity to test its generalizability. Although Italian and U.S. higher education may differ in many respects (Marrucci 2010), we did not expect those differences to influence students’ reactions to the experimental materials (we pilot tested the original vignette with students from both universities to confirm that the scenario was a realistic reflection of both Italian and U.S. students’ experiences). Two previous studies performed in the U.S. and Italian universities confirmed the group value model assumptions in the two different contexts, at different times with different measures (Di Battista et al. 2014; Smith et al. 2009). This study was a chance to confirm similarities with the same materials.




4. Methods


4.1. Study 1—Italy


4.1.1. Participants


Two hundred and fifty Italian undergraduate students participated in the study, however 39 participants were excluded from the analyses because they failed an identification prime manipulation—either they refused to answer the identification question or they wrote about something that was not related to the open-ended prompt (e.g., ”I have no memories of this type”) (retained sample n = 211). The remaining participants were 158 female (74.9%) and 50 male (23.7%) students—three had information missing for sex—with an age range from 18 up to 39 years (M(age) = 23.29, SD = 3.29), resulting in first (n = 111) and second (n = 100) sets of data that we combined for our analyses. Our sample size was determined by the number of student volunteers that we were able to recruit. However, we conducted a post-hoc power sensitivity analysis using G*power version 3.1 that showed that if we assumed 80% power, a sample size of 211 would enable us to detect effect sizes of f2 = 0.036 or greater.




4.1.2. Procedures


The questionnaire was implemented using MacroMedia Authorware 7.0 and administered in the Fall 2010 and Spring 2011 academic terms. Participants were undergraduate students from a large public university in Central Italy, recruited by snowball sampling with the collaboration of research assistants. The university serves approximately 26,000 students, many of whom (around 40 percent) are transfer students, including numerous graduate students, with large classes. This university provides rented accommodation for undergraduates, graduate students, and professional students. Participants were randomly assigned to one of eight experimental conditions organized as 2 (high vs. low university identification) × 2 (competent vs. incompetent authority behavior) × 2 (benevolent vs. uncaring authority behavior). Individual student volunteers came to a university lab to complete a computer-based questionnaire that began with an open-ended question designed to prime participants’ identities as undergraduate students belonging to that specific institution. Next, participants read one of four case vignettes describing a university authority’s behavior (see Appendix A). At the end of administration, the experimenter offered participants an opportunity to complete a paper-and-pencil “academic engagement” questionnaire (see below for details). The respondents were provided with a debriefing statement at the end of their contribution (the study typically lasted 30 min). The research was compliant with the Code of Ethics of the Italian Psychology Association (2005), which is inspired to the Declaration of Helsinki. As no Institutional Review Board for Psychology research was available at the institution with which the social psychology researchers involved in this study are affiliated (i.e., the University of Chieti–Pescara), no request for approval could be submitted.




4.1.3. Measures


Identification prime manipulation. All participants completed an open-ended prompt in which they were invited to think about a time that they felt connected to or disconnected from the university. Participants assigned to the high university identification experimental condition read the following:



“Take a moment to remember a specific situation during the past two months when you felt involved and connected with your university (for example, experiences with teams, clubs, student activities, department and administrative staff, study groups, or classes)”.



Participants assigned to the low university identification experimental condition read the following:



“Take a moment to remember a specific situation during the past two months when you did not feel involved and connected with your university (for example, experiences with teams, clubs, student activities, department and administrative staff, study groups, or classes)”.



Authority behavior manipulation. Students read a short description of an anonymous professor’s behavior (see Appendix A). We drew upon previous definitions of teaching competence and benevolence (Jungermann et al. 1995) to create four different scenarios (1. Professor is incompetent and uncaring; 2. Professor is incompetent but benevolent; 3. Professor is competent but uncaring; 4. Professor is competent and benevolent). Participants assigned to the competence vs. incompetence condition read a vignette case describing a professor’s behavior in class during a lesson (e.g., The professor gave a clear vs. disorganized PowerPoint lesson, see Appendix A). Participants assigned to the benevolence vs. uncaring condition read a vignette case describing a professor’s behavior—in class and outside class—as it pertained to relational aspects (e.g., the professor answered vs. did not answer the students’ emails; apologized vs. never apologized for missing an office hour, see Appendix A).



Manipulation check. Following the identity prime manipulation and before the other two experimental manipulations, participants completed a university identification measure (Di Battista et al. 2014). Participants rated six items on a seven-point Likert scale (from 1 = completely disagree to 7 = completely agree) that included whether they (1) felt emotionally attached to the university, (2) felt like part of the university family, (3) intended to transfer to another university (reverse scored), (4) had a lot in common with other people at the university, (5) felt like a stranger at the university (reverse scored), and 6) were proud to be a student at the university (alpha (Italy) = 0.83; alpha (U.S.) = 0.77). After they read the scenario, participants rated the professor’s relative competence from 1 (incompetent) to 7 (competent) and the professor’s intentions from 1 (bad intentions) to 7 (good intentions).



Dependent measures. Trustworthiness. Students rated the professor’s trustworthiness on a seven-point scale from 1 (untrustworthy) to 7 (trustworthy).



Students’ engagement. At the end of the computer-based questionnaire, a research assistant indicated that, if the participants were willing to help, she had a short paper-and-pencil questionnaire that university administrators would like to give to undergraduates. Underneath university letterhead, participants read the following: “The university needs student volunteers to help increase the academic engagement of university students (for example, organize study groups, talk to high school students, meet with faculty, comment on strategic plans…).” Next, students indicated how much time they could commit to help the university over the next month from (1) 0 hours up to (6) 8 or more hours. If participants indicated a willingness to help, they were asked to write down their contact information. The contact information was removed from the questionnaires during the debriefing and before the data was included in the analyses.




4.1.4. Data Analyses


We used the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS 22.0) to conduct the following analyses for both Italian (Study 1) and U.S. (Study 2) samples. Descriptive analyses were performed to explore the level of trustworthiness and student engagement across experimental conditions. One-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA), with identification (high vs. low university identification) as the independent factor and participants’ self-reported university identification as the dependent measure was performed to check the manipulation of university identification. A 2 (high vs. low university identification) × 2 (competent vs. incompetent authority behavior) × 2 (benevolent vs. uncaring authority behavior) three-way ANOVA was performed for each dependent variable (i.e., trustworthiness and student engagement) and to check the manipulation of competence and benevolence. The qualitative data corpus pertaining to students’ responses to the identification prime was content-analyzed according to procedures outlined by Hsieh and Shannon (2005).



All the U.S. and Italian quantitative data were screened for univariate and multivariate outliers (2.5 SD above/below the mean) but no outliers were identified. The variance inflation factors (VIFs) for trustworthiness, identification, competence, and intentions were ≤1, showing no multicollinearity among measured variables (Akinwande et al. 2015). For the same variables, calculation of Levene’s statistic suggested that there were not equal variances (p < 0.05). In addition, the K–S (Kolmogorov–Smirnov) test methods indicated a result <0.05. However, significant tests of skew and kurtosis and Leven’s test should be not used in large samples because they are likely to be significant even when skew and kurtosis are not too different from normal (Field 2009, pp. 163–95). The absolute values for asymmetry were acceptable (<2) for proving normal univariate distribution (George and Mallery 2010; Kim 2013; West et al. 2013). Note that the kurtosis was much lower than the absolute kurtosis value (7.1) that West et al. (2013) proposed as a reference for substantial departure from normality.





4.2. Results


4.2.1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations


Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for the entire sample are reported in Table 1. Trustworthiness and antecedents of trust (i.e., competence and intentions/benevolence) were highly and positively correlated. Identification was slightly correlated with competence but identification and engagement were not correlated with each other or with the other dimensions of trust.




4.2.2. Confirmatory Factor Analyses


Using IBM SPSS AMOS 25.0 software, we performed a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) on the six identification items and three items measuring the trust dimension (i.e., trustworthiness and antecedents of trust, namely competence and intentions). The fit indices showed an acceptable two-factor model fit (χ2 = 30.44; df = 26; p = 0.25; χ2/df = 1.17; CFI = 0.99; RMSEA = 0.02; Bentler 1995) and all the factor loadings were highly significant (p < 0.001). We tested an alternative model with a single factor that represented all the items but this model was not adequate (χ2 = 419.22; df = 27, p < 0.001; χ2/df = 15.53; CFI = 0.59; RMSEA = 0.26). These analyses confirm our assumption that university identification and ratings of authority trustworthiness are independent constructs.




4.2.3. Manipulation Checks


University Identification. The one-way ANOVA showed a significant effect for university identification (F (1, 210) = 246.68, p < 0.0001). Participants primed to identify more closely with the university reported stronger university identification (M = 5.48, SD = 0.93) in comparison to participants primed to identify less closely with the university (M = 3.41, SD = 0.98). The qualitative data corpus pertaining to students’ responses to the identification prime was content-analyzed by two judges. Results showed that in the high identification condition, participants mainly focused on themes concerning their experiences in classes or practical activities in general (e.g., study groups, experiences in laboratories, practical academic exercises, or department meetings). In the low identification condition, Italian students mainly described their relationships with the university staff members and some experiences in classes.



Authority competence. The three-way ANOVA conducted on authority competence showed a significant effect for competence (F (1, 211) = 90.96, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.31). As intended, participants who read about the professor’s competent behavior rated the professor as being more competent (M = 5.01, SD = 1.83) in comparison to participants who read about the professor’s incompetent behavior (M = 3.18, SD = 1.47). However, participants who read about the professor’s benevolent behavior also rated the professor as being more competent (M = 4.98, SD = 1.63) in comparison to participants who read about the professor’s uncaring behavior (M = 3.35, SD = 1.80; F (1, 211) = 72.96, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.26). The other effects were not statistically reliable (all p < 0.05).



Authority benevolence. The three-way ANOVA conducted on authority benevolence showed a significant effect for benevolence (F (1, 211) = 157.88, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.44). Participants who read about the professor’s caring behavior rated the professor as being more caring (M = 5.41, SD = 1.33) in comparison to participants who read about the professor’s uncaring behavior (M = 3.4, SD = 1.23). However, participants who read about the professor’s competence also rated the professor as being more caring (M = 4.75, SD = 1.29) in comparison to participants who read about the professor’s incompetence (M = 3.93, SD = 1.79; F (1, 211) = 32.82, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.14). In addition, there was a reliable interaction between competence and benevolence (F (1, 212) = 11.24, p = 0.001, η2p = 0.05). Participants who read about a caring and competent professor rated him as more benevolent (M = 6.19, SD = 1.08) in comparison to participants who read about (in order): (1) an uncaring and incompetent professor (M = 3.14, SD = 0.96); (2) an uncaring but competent professor (M = 3.62, SD = 1.39); and (3) a caring but incompetent professor (M = 4.69, SD = 1.11). The other effects were not significant (all p < 0.05).



Trustworthiness. The three-way ANOVA conducted on trustworthiness showed a significant main effect for competence (F (1, 210) = 51.63, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.21), benevolence (F (1, 210) = 220.31, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.52), and, contrary to expectations, an interaction between competence and benevolence (F (1, 210) = 6.64, p = 0.011, η2p = 0.03). Furthermore, the results did not show a significant effect for university identification (F (1, 210) = 2.82, p = 0.09). Furthermore, they did not show a significant effect for the interaction between identification and benevolence (F (1, 210) = 0.69, p = 0.41) or between identification and competence (F (1, 210) = 0.53, p = 0.47). Consistent with expectations, students who read about a caring professor rated him as significantly more trustworthy (M = 5.07, SD = 1.73) in comparison to those who read about a professor who was uncaring (M = 2.27, SD = 1.41). Participants who read that the professor was competent rated him as significantly more trustworthy (M = 4.20, SD = 2.22) in comparison to those who read that the professor was incompetent (M = 2.96, SD = 1.76). The interaction between competence and benevolence showed that, among participants who read that the professor was competent, participants who read that the professor was caring rated him as significantly more trustworthy (M = 6.07, SD = 1.34) in comparison to those who read that professor was uncaring (M = 2.66, SD = 1.58; F (1, 202) = 157.29, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.44). Furthermore, among participants who read that the professor was incompetent, participants who read that the professor was caring rated him as significantly more trustworthy (M = 4.16, SD = 1.53) in comparison to participants who read that the professor was uncaring (M = 1.76, SD = 0.87; F (1, 202) = 72.65, p < 0.001), but the effect was less strong (η2p = 0.26). Among those who read that the professor was caring, those who read that the professor was competent rated him as more trustworthy in comparison to those who read that he was incompetent (F (1, 202) = 47.59, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.19). Among participants who read that the professor was uncaring, those who read that the professor was competent rated him as more trustworthy in comparison to those who read that the professor was incompetent (F (1, 202) = 10.63, p = 0.001), but the effect was not strong (η2p = 0.05; see Figure 2).



Students’ engagement. The three-way ANOVA conducted on the measure of students’ engagement showed no statistically significant results (all p > 0.05).





4.3. Discussion


In line with the expectations, there was evidence that both benevolence and competence increased students’ perceptions of authority trustworthiness. Students rated a professor who was competent and caring as the most trustworthy and a professor who was incompetent and uncaring as the least trustworthy. Furthermore, there was evidence that the professor’s benevolence mattered more than competence. The expected role of identification was not significant and the effects on engagement were not reliable. The second experiment conducted in the U.S. was an opportunity to determine whether the same patterns occur when United States undergraduates evaluate university authorities.





5. Methods


5.1. Study 2—United States


5.1.1. Participants


Two hundred and forty United States undergraduate students participated in a second study; however, 14 participants were excluded from the analyses because they failed identification prime manipulation—either they left it blank or they wrote about something that was not related to the open-ended prompt (retained sample n = 226). The remaining participants were 177 female (78.3%) and 49 male (21.7%) students with an age range from 16 up to 59 years (M(age) = 21.56; SD = 6.51), resulting in first (n = 108) and second (n = 118) sets of data that we combined for our analyses. The first set of data was collected in 2010 and the second in 2011. Our sample size was determined by the number of student volunteers that we were able to recruit. Again, we conducted a post-hoc power sensitivity analysis that showed that if we assumed 80% power, a sample size of 226 would enable us to detect effect sizes of f2 = 0.032 or greater.




5.1.2. Procedures


The procedure was exactly the same as in Study 1. Undergraduates were recruited from a small public state university in Northern California. This university serves approximately 8500 students, mostly undergraduates, with relatively small class sizes (most classes include fewer than 30 students). Approximately 40% of the undergraduates live on campus. All aspects of the current study were approved by a university institutional review board.




5.1.3. Measures


The materials (back translated from Italian to English) were exactly the same as in Study 1.





5.2. Results


5.2.1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations


Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for the entire sample are reported in Table 2. Trustworthiness and antecedents of trust (i.e., competence and intentions/benevolence) were highly and positively correlated, as in the Italian sample. Identification and engagement were not correlated with each other or with authority competence and benevolence.




5.2.2. Confirmatory Factor Analyses


Using IBM SPSS AMOS 25.0 software, we performed a Confirmatory Factor Analysis on the six identification items and the three items measuring trust dimension (i.e., trustworthiness and antecedents of trust, namely competence and intentions). The fit indices showed an acceptable two-factor model fit (χ2 = 47.79; df = 26; p = 0.01; χ2/df = 1.84; CFI = 0.98; RMSEA = 0.06; (Bentler 1995) and all the factor loadings were highly significant (p < 0.001). A one-factor model in which trustworthiness was part of the identification dimension was not adequate (χ2 = 621.96; df = 27, p < 0.001; χ2/df = 23.04; CFI = 0.49; RMSEA = 0.31).




5.2.3. Manipulation Checks


University Identification. The one-way ANOVA showed a significant effect for university identification (F (1, 225) = 229.99, p < 0.0001). Participants primed to identify more closely with the university reported stronger university identification (M = 5.59, SD = 0.87), in comparison to participants primed to identify less closely with the university (M = 3.71, SD = 0.98). Content analysis (using the same approach as used in Study 1) indicated that, across both identification prime experimental conditions, students focused on their social experiences (e.g., university clubs, teams, social groups) and their academic experiences outside class (e.g., academic activities relating to seminars, university events, and study expeditions).



Authority competence. The three-way ANOVA conducted on authority competence showed a significant effect for competence (F (1, 224) = 278.61, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.56). As intended, participants who read about the professor’s competent behavior rated the professor as being more competent (M = 5.43, SD = 1.66) in comparison to participants who read about the professor’s incompetent behavior (M = 2.95, SD = 1.48). However, participants who read about the professor’s benevolent behavior also rated the professor as being more competent (M = 5.49, SD = 1.5) in comparison to participants who read about the professor’s uncaring behavior (M = 3.06, SD = 1.69; F (1, 224) = 262.17, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.54). The other effects were not statistically reliable (all p < 0.05).



Authority benevolence. The three-way ANOVA conducted on authority benevolence showed a significant effect for benevolence (F (1, 226) = 302.76, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.58). Participants who read about the professor’s caring behavior rated the professor as being more caring (M = 6.16, SD = 1.42) in comparison to participants who read about the professor’s uncaring behavior (M = 3.51, SD = 1.16). However, participants who read about the professor’s competence also rated the professor as being more caring (M = 5.5, SD = 1.63) in comparison to participants who read about the professor’s incompetence (M = 4.04, SD = 1.77; F (1, 226) = 80.81, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.27). The other effects were not statistically reliable (all p < 0.05).



Trustworthiness. The three-way ANOVA conducted on trustworthiness showed a significant main effect for competence (F (1, 226) = 106.92, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.33), benevolence (F (1, 226) = 563.23, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.72), and, contrary to expectations, an interaction between competence and benevolence (F (1, 226) = 23.76, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.09). Furthermore, the results did not show a significant effect for university identification (F (1, 226) = 2.19, p = 0.14). Furthermore, they did not show a significant effect for the interaction between identification and benevolence (F (1, 226) = 1.51, p = 0.22) or between identification and competence (F (1, 226) = 0.81, p = 0.37). Consistent with expectations, students who read about a caring professor rated him as significantly more trustworthy (M = 5.47, SD = 1.52) in comparison to those who read that the professor was uncaring (M = 2.12, SD = 1.05). Participants who read that the professor was competent rated him as significantly more trustworthy (M = 4.5, SD = 2.18) in comparison to those who read that the professor was incompetent (M = 2.94, SD = 1.74). The interaction between competence and benevolence showed that among participants who read that the professor was competent, participants who read that the professor was caring rated him as significantly more trustworthy (M = 6.46, SD = 0.75) in comparison to those who read that the professor was uncaring (M = 2.51, SD = 1.04; F (1, 218) = 417.01, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.66). Furthermore, among participants who read that the professor was incompetent, participants who read that the professor was caring rated him as significantly more trustworthy (M = 4.36, SD = 1.38) in comparison to participants who read that the professor was uncaring (M = 1.75, SD = 0.93; F (1, 218) = 174.6, p < 0.001), but the effect was less strong (η2p = 0.44). Among those who read that the professor was caring, those who read that the professor was competent rated him as more trustworthy in comparison to those who read that he was incompetent (F (1, 218) = 111.44, p < 0.001, η2p = 0.34). Among participants who read that the professor was uncaring, those who read that the professor was competent rated him as more trustworthy in comparison to those who read that the professor was incompetent (F (1, 218) = 15.57, p < 0.001), but the effect was not strong (η2p = 0.07; see Figure 3).



Students’ engagement. The three-way ANOVA conducted on the measure of students’ engagement showed no statistically significant results (all p > 0.05).





5.3. Discussion


As in Study 1 and in line with expectations, students rated a competent and caring professor as much more trustworthy in comparison to an incompetent and uncaring professor. Furthermore, the professor’s benevolence again mattered more than competence. The expected role of identification was not significant and the effects on engagement were not reliable.





6. General Discussion


These two studies represented a test of the impact of educational authorities’ competence and benevolence on trustworthiness. As predicted, the experimental manipulations of competence and benevolence influenced undergraduates’ perception of the authority’s trustworthiness. Undergraduates from both the U.S. and Italy rated a competent professor as more trustworthy, particularly if they thought the professor cared about students. They also rated a caring professor as more trustworthy in comparison to an uncaring professor, particularly if they thought the professor was competent. In both countries, competence and benevolence influenced students’ ratings of authority trustworthiness. As suggested by correlational research investigations of teachers and students, competence and benevolence are two fundamental aspects that contribute to trustworthiness (Hoy and Tschannen-Moran 1999; Tschannen-Moran and Hoy 1998). In both countries, undergraduate students trusted an incompetent but benevolent professor more than a competent but malevolent professor. They seemed more concerned about the good intentions of an educational authority rather than his competency. These results could be explained by the hierarchical nature of relationships in educational settings (e.g., one is vulnerable in a different way in relation to an intimate friend compared to a supervisor) that increase the subordinate concern for the superiors’ willingness. This is in line with the results from other studies (Baier 1986; Tschannen-Moran 1998) that showed that people with different levels of power and authority look to one another with different expectations when building trust. For instance, Tschannen-Moran (1998), in her study of urban schools, found that benevolence was the facet of trust that played the largest role in the teachers’ judgments of trust in their principals, colleagues, and clients (students and parents) (Tschannen-Moran and Hoy 1998).



In this study, the role of identification was not confirmed and the predicted effects on students’ engagement were not found. However, this pattern might reflect our choice to prime general university identification and not identification with the course of study. This problem is illustrated with the content analysis of what students wrote in response to the open-ended questions about a time that they either felt connected to (identified) or disconnected from (not identified) with their university. Both low and high identification U.S. students focused their descriptions on social activities and relational aspects concerning their university experience. For instance, U.S. students were especially focused on social experiences from clubs, sports teams, and with their peers that Italian students hardly mentioned. Italian students’ responses focused on the didactic, organizational, and administrative aspects of university life. For instance, high identification Italian students described practical didactic experiences (e.g., internships and guided practical experiences) that increased their sense of belongingness to university context. Furthermore, organizational and administrative aspects (e.g., the distribution of exam sessions in the academic calendar and the relationships with staff members) were mainly cited by low identification Italian students. These results suggest that U.S. students are less interested than Italian students in how much different didactic and organizational aspects can influence their academic or future experiences. Furthermore, the social and extra-didactic activities (e.g., fraternities, university newspapers, sports teams) that U.S. universities offer are much more developed than those offered to Italian university students. The results indeed suggest that social activities can strongly influence the construction of U.S. students’ identification compared to Italian students, who are rarely involved in activities of this type. The absence of a positive correlation between university identification and instructor competence among U.S. students supports this interpretation. In future research, it could be important to consider the role of different targets of student identification. Mitchell and colleagues (2016) argued that school teachers have a positional power to create the conditions in which students can identify in positive ways. These authors discussed how students are likely to identify with school and to cooperate to meet academic goals and school-related outcomes when they believe that their teachers have their best interests at heart. However, individual instructors might be a less important source of identification information for some higher education institutions. For this reason, in future studies, the identification with academic authorities (e.g., professors) should be distinct from the students’ identification with peers and/or the institution.



As for the measure of engagement, our behavioral instrument might have been limited in measuring both U.S. and Italian undergraduate students’ willingness to volunteer. A behavioral proxy of university engagement is helpful because it avoids the problems associated with social desirability biases. However, although we offered students a broad range of choices by which to engage with the university, they have been reluctant to cooperate due to time constraints or other responsibilities. Future longitudinal studies could be valuable. We should also investigate potential cultural differences in the measurement of cooperation. For U.S. students, volunteering to discuss university problems and solutions may be a natural fit to a university culture that values egalitarianism, voluntary associations, innovation, and individual agency (Rhee et al. 1996; Triandis et al. 1995). U.S. students, as members of a more individualistic and egalitarian culture, could be more comfortable in volunteering their advice and opinions and feel much less concerned that their comments could be interpreted as a sign of disrespect compared to Italian students (Dinev et al. 2006; Fukuyama 1995; Hofestede 2003). However, this explanation is speculative and must be confirmed in future research.




7. Limitations


We should recognize some limitations of the studies. First, although we worked hard to present the scenario as a believable summary of real events, it is not the same as directly observing or experiencing authority behavior. Still, there is evidence from other research areas that suggests that people’s reactions to imagined situations are similar to their reactions to real experiences (Robinson and Clore 2002). For example, participants who imagined positive intergroup contact reported improved intergroup attitudes in much the same way that real positive intergroup contact improves intergroup attitudes (Garcia et al. 2002). Also, we recognize that students’ trustworthiness was measured with a single item. Previous studies showed support for single-item measures (Bergkvist and Rossiter 2007; Loo 2002). However, in future studies, trustworthiness could be assessed in a more comprehensive manner. For instance, the trustworthiness of lecturers who adequately transmit the syllabus contents could be measured independently from their trustworthiness in being accessible or fair.



The manipulation of competence also had small but statistically reliable significant effects on the perception of the professor’s good intentions and the manipulation of benevolence had small but statistically reliable effects on perceptions of his competence. This pattern suggests the extent to which competence and benevolence judgments are interrelated and cognitively integrated (Vidotto et al. 2012). This is in line with other studies (Kosonen and Ikonen 2019) that showed that the dimensions of trustworthiness are strongly related. For instance, in the Italian educational context, Di Battista et al. (2020) explored university students’ representations of professors’ competence and benevolence. Qualitative content analysis showed that the two dimensions overlapped. Students listed theoretically defined competence characteristics as indications of both benevolence and competence. The same applied to benevolence. In future studies, we could sharpen the distinction between authority competence and benevolence, controlling for the potential order effect of giving competence and then benevolence information. The distinction between benevolence and competence might be especially blurred within education contexts where competent teachers might be expected to be warm, friendly, flexible, helpful, and open (Elton 1987).




8. Implications


As far as we know, this research is the first attempt to experimentally manipulate two different components of educational authority trustworthiness. We assumed that a university authority who desires to be regarded as trustworthy would need to demonstrate competence and benevolence to their students and colleagues. As our society becomes more complex and competitive and requires more frequent and adaptive change, trust will be ever more important. People who can trust institutional authorities share useful information, reduce their consumption of collective resources, and are more altruistic (Kramer and Tyler 1996). Trustworthy authorities do not need to continually manage and justify their actions or continually monitor other people’s performance (Tyler and Degoey 1996). The importance of authority trustworthiness is especially evident in the educational context. Schools and universities are places for equal opportunity for all students coming from all socioeconomic strata, but national surveys show that there is a growing public distrust of schools, universities, and educational authorities (Tschannen-Moran and Hoy 2000). Growing distrust is a serious impediment to educational reforms when divergent interests among competing parties produce a negative climate of disengagement.



Teaching has become a challenging activity with increasing expectations among students and adverse conditions, such as increasing class sizes and students’ absenteeism or dropping out (e.g., Dable et al. 2012). Lecturers could improve their andragogical methods (i.e., teaching methodology for adult learners; Savicevic 1991, 1999) to suit these students’ needs, considering that effective teaching in the classroom includes behaviors such as organization, enthusiasm, empathy, rapport, clarity, general knowledge, and being available for students (Feldman 1997). Facilitating a culture of cooperation rather than competition is likely to have a significant impact on trusting and trustworthy behaviors in schools (Tschannen-Moran and Hoy 2000). This culture could be driven by educational leaders promoting the success of every student, creating a rigorous curriculum and a motivating learning environment (Tschannen-Moran and Gareis 2015). Behaviors that demonstrate benevolence and competence are essential to such a school culture. Professors’ capacities to develop individualized interventions based on the needs of students, ensuring that each student is known, valued, and respected in a safe, secure, emotionally protective, and healthy environment, highlight some of the most important principles for an effective educational leadership (Tschannen-Moran and Gareis 2015).
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Appendix A


Appendix A.1. Vignette—Incompetent and Uncaring Professor’s Behavior


All students arrived on time for a morning class. Fifteen minutes after class was supposed to have started Professor X arrived. It took Professor X an additional ten minutes to set up the computer and began his presentation. Some students complained, “The power point slides were disorganized, confusing, and full of errors. Professor X read off the slides without offering any additional information.” Other students said, “When we tried to ask for clarifications Professor X could not give us clear answers.” Furthermore, in this same class there was an exam scheduled for the following week. The professor had said that he would be available to extend the office hours the following day to accommodate students who had questions about the exam material. Students told us that they had arrived at school the following day to take advantage of this offer. However, Professor X was not in his office. They waited for an hour but the professor never showed up. In addition, some students said, “Professor X did not answer our emails and when we questioned him on exam day he did not apologize. Instead, he said that it was our responsibility, not his, to be prepared for the exam.” When talking to other classmates, students found out that professor X had answered someone else’s exam questions.




Appendix A.2. Vignette—Competent and Caring Professor’s Behavior


All students arrived on time for their morning class. Professor X was already set up for lecture and began the class on time. Students said, “The power point slides were clear, organized and free of errors. The lecture was interesting and insightful. Professor X demonstrated expertise in the subject by citing relevant and interesting examples.” Other students recalled, “When we asked for clarification Professor X gave us clear answers.” Furthermore, in this same class there was an exam scheduled for the following week. Professor X had said that he would extend his office hours the following day to accommodate students who had questions about the exam material. Some students told us that they had arrived at school the following day to take advantage of this offer. Not only did Professor X answer their questions about the upcoming exam, but some students said, “He helped to relieve our test anxiety by reassuring us that we would do fine and he praised our class performance.” In addition, students said, “Professor X regularly answered our emails and answered everybody’s questions.”



Note: The text varies by combination of positive and negative aspects of benevolence and competence. Participants were informed that the name of professor was anonymized for privacy.
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	1
	
We conducted two pilot studies to test the effectiveness of the university identification manipulation. A first pilot test with U.S. undergraduates (n = 35) indicated that the instructions for (a) the high identification prime: “Take a moment to remember feelings and thoughts about a specific situation when you felt involved and a part of your university”; and (b) the low identification prime: “Take a moment to remember feelings and thoughts about a specific situation when you did NOT feel involved or a part of your university” led to students in the high identification experimental condition reporting less university identification (M = 4.49; SD = 0.32) in comparison to students in the low identification experimental condition (M = 4.96; SD = 0.37). We adjusted the instructions and tested the new version used in these experiments with 19 Italian undergraduate students. High identification students reported more university identification (M = 5.17; SD = 0.29) in comparison to low identification students (M = 3.70; SD = 0.26). In the second U.S. sample, we included an instructional manipulation check (Oppenheimer et al. 2009). Nine participants did not complete this question correctly but did write appropriate paragraphs for the identification prime manipulation. We kept these participants in the data set. We also tested the effects of the professor’s benevolence and competence on students’ perceptions of the professor’s fairness, goodness as a role model and good results (see in the Supplementary material file). Finally, we measured the mean ratings of university culture provided by participants who completed a second data collection. Results showed that undergraduates from the U.S. viewed their university culture as more horizontally individualistic in comparison to undergraduates from Italy (F (1, 210) = 15.77, p < 0.001, η² = 0.07) and undergraduates from Italy rated their university as slightly more inclined toward vertical collectivism in comparison to undergraduates from the U.S. (F (1, 211) = 3.71, p = 0.06, η² = 0.02).
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Figure 1. Overview of theoretical model. 
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Figure 2. Italian participants’ mean ratings of authority trustworthiness. Note, n = 211. The scale for the items of trustworthiness ranges from 1 = untrustworthy to 7 = trustworthy. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. 
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Figure 3. U.S. participants’ mean ratings of authority trustworthiness. Note, n = 226. The scale for the items of trustworthiness ranges from 1 = untrustworthy to 7 = trustworthy. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. 






Figure 3. U.S. participants’ mean ratings of authority trustworthiness. Note, n = 226. The scale for the items of trustworthiness ranges from 1 = untrustworthy to 7 = trustworthy. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.



[image: Socsci 10 00018 g003]







[image: Table] 





Table 1. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for Italian sample.
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	Variables
	M

(SD)
	Skewnees
	Kurtosis
	1
	2
	3
	4





	1. Identification
	4.46

(1.41)
	−0.24
	−0.95
	1
	
	
	



	2. Competence
	4.12

(1.91)
	−0.01
	−1.06
	0.15 *
	1
	
	



	3. Benevolence
	4.35

(1.62)
	0.02
	−0.71
	0.07
	0.72 **
	1
	



	4. Trustworthiness
	3.60

(2.1)
	0.30
	−1.27
	0.11
	0.73 **
	0.79 **
	1



	5. Engagement
	1.76

(1.14)
	1.73
	2.91
	−0.001
	0.06
	0.08
	0.03







** p < 0.001; * p = 0.03.
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for the U.S. sample.
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	Variables
	M

(SD)
	Skewnees
	Kurtosis
	1
	2
	3
	4





	1. Identification
	4.46

(1.41)
	−0.24
	−0.95
	1
	
	
	



	2. Competence
	4.12

(1.91)
	−0.01
	−1.06
	0.11
	1
	
	



	3. Benevolence
	4.35

(1.62)
	0.02
	−0.71
	0.08
	0.83 **
	1
	



	4. Trustworthiness
	3.60

(2.1)
	0.30
	−1.27
	0.04
	0.80 **
	0.85 **
	1



	5. Engagement
	1.58

(1)
	1.9
	3.8
	0.02
	0.02
	0.09
	0.11







** p < 0.001.
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