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Trust in other people and institutions is associated with people’s well-being across the lifespan. Yet, the
strength of these associations varies considerably across studies, and it remains unclear which factors
account for this variation. Moreover, some longitudinal studies indicate that trust not only predicts well-
being but that subjective well-being also predicts levels of trust. This preregistered meta-analysis provides a
comprehensive synthesis of this vast field of research, establishing both the direction and strength of the
association between trust and subjective well-being. Based on 991 effect sizes, including a total of
2,518,769 participants, the results of the multilevel meta-analysis revealed a positive overall association
between trust and subjective well-being ( = .21). The strength of this association varied depending on the
type of trust and component of subjective well-being examined, the age of the participants, and the national-
level generalized trust of the country in which the study took place. Despite these variations, the association
between trust and subjective well-being was found across all sample and study characteristics examined,
underlining the robustness of the association. In addition, results of the longitudinal meta-analyses showed
that trust predicts subsequent well-being (k = 55) and that well-being predicts subsequent trust (k = 49).
Together, these results suggest that trust and well-being mutually reinforce each other in a cyclical fashion.
Since trust needs to be built, these findings underscore the importance of being genuinely trustworthy,

whether as an individual or as an institution.
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over time.

This meta-analytic review reveals a positive association between trust and subjective well-being, for
men and women, and from childhood until elderhood. This association was found across types of trust,
components of well-being, and different types of samples. The longitudinal meta-analyses show that
trust predicts subsequent subjective well-being and that subjective well-being predicts subsequent trust.
Together, these results indicate that trust and subjective well-being mutually reinforce each other

Keywords: interpersonal trust, institutional trust, generalized trust, subjective well-being, meta-analysis

Supplemental materials: https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000480.supp

Thomas L. Webb served as action editor.

Marlies Maes "2 https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1710-5728

Shanshan Bi and Marlies Maes share first authorship and contributed
equally to this work. The cofirst authorship order is alphabetical, and both
first authors have the right to list their name first in their publication lists. The
authors thank Rianne Braam for her valuable contribution to earlier stages of
the project. The authors also thank all authors who provided information
about their studies for this meta-analysis. Furthermore, the authors thank
the ASReview Team—especially Rens van de Schoot, Jan de Boer, and
Yongchao Ma—for developing the tool that greatly improved the screening
efficiency and for their kind guidance and support during its use.

Shanshan Bi played a lead role in data curation, formal analysis, and
writing—original draft and an equal role in conceptualization, methodology,
and writing-review and editing. Marlies Maes played a lead role in formal

analysis, methodology, and writing—review and editing and an equal role in
conceptualization, supervision, and writing—original draft. Gonneke W. J. M.
Stevens played a lead role in supervision, a supporting role in methodology,
and an equal role in conceptualization and writing-review and editing.
Coriena de Heer played a supporting role in formal analysis, methodology,
and writing-review and editing and an equal role in data curation. Jian-Bin Li
played a supporting role in conceptualization, methodology, and writing—
review and editing. Yue Sun played a supporting role in formal analysis,
validation, and writing-review and editing. Catrin Finkenauer played a lead
role in supervision and writing—review and editing, a supporting role in
methodology, and an equal role in project administration and writing—
original draft.

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Marlies
Maes, Department of Interdisciplinary Social Science, Utrecht University,
Padualaan 14, 3584 CH Utrecht, The Netherlands. Email: m.maes @uu.nl


https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000480.supp
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1710-5728
mailto:m.maes@uu.nl
https://doi.org/10.1037/bul0000480

S

>
2
<]
e}
=
4
s
g
3}
7]
%
=]
9
s}
]
S
=
»
=]

erican Psychological Association or one of its allied publishers.

ghted by the Am

article is intended solely for the personal use of the individual user

This document is copyri

This

2 BI ET AL.

The association between trust and subjective well-being has been
studied extensively by researchers from a variety of disciplines,
including economics, medicine, and the social sciences. This body
of research has shown that, across the lifespan, individuals who
trust other people and institutions more also tend to report better
well-being (e.g., DeNeve & Cooper, 1998; Glatz & Eder, 2020;
Jovanovi¢, 2016). In most studies, it is assumed that trust impacts
one’s well-being, but some longitudinal studies indicate a bidi-
rectional association where one’s subjective well-being also has
an impact on trust. Moreover, the strength of the association
between trust and subjective well-being varies considerably across
different studies, and it is unclear which factors may be respon-
sible for this variation. Among others, the association may vary
depending on the specific type of trust, component of well-being,
or characteristics of the sample, such as the age of the participants
or the country in which the study was conducted. The abundance
of research across disciplines, showing considerable heterogeneity
in both research designs and results, calls for a study that syn-
thesizes the available scientific knowledge. Therefore, using a
meta-analytic approach, this study aims to provide a compre-
hensive overview of the empirical evidence on the association
between trust and subjective well-being across the lifespan and to
identify the direction and strength of the association. We also
examine whether the association varies across several study and
sample characteristics.

Conceptualization of Trust and Subjective Well-Being

Although the specific definitions of trust used in the literature
vary widely, in more general terms, it is often suggested that trust
is a psychological state or orientation of a person (the truster)
toward a particular target. This target may be abstract (e.g., an
institution, a community) or specific (e.g., a friend, a partner). The
person is in some way interdependent with the target; in other
words, the truster needs the target’s cooperation to obtain valued
outcomes or resources. Variations exist concerning the origins of
trust, and two broader perspectives on the roots of trust can be
found in the literature (Dinesen & Bekkers, 2017). In the first
perspective, trust is seen as a stable, deep-seated disposition or
trait that tends to be consistent over time and across different
situations. Trust is then usually conceptualized as a willingness to
be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on positive
expectations about the intentions or behaviors of that other party
(Mayer et al., 1995; Rousseau et al., 1998). The idea is that such
expectations that others can be relied upon are generalized across
social agents, with trust then conceptualized as a relatively stable
personality trait (Rotter, 1980). According to this perspective,
trust may result from a genetic disposition or social transmission
across generations (Dinesen & Bekkers, 2017; Weinschenk &
Dawes, 2019).

In the second perspective, trust is seen as a function of one’s
responses to individual experiences and shaped by various factors,
including childhood experiences, cultural upbringing, and life
experiences (Dinesen, 2012; Dinesen & Bekkers, 2017). Trust can
then be conceptualized as a product of one’s experiences in social
contexts, referring to a firm belief in the reliability of, or a positive
expectation toward, someone or something (Hardin, 1993). In this
perspective, an individual’s thoughts, perceptions, feelings, and
actions regarding trust are not (necessarily) consistent over social

agents and situations and can change, as individuals can con-
tinuously update their trust in others based on their experiences
throughout their lives. Such changes in trust may depend on three
broader components (e.g., Righetti & Finkenauer, 2011; Simpson,
2007), namely, characteristics of the person (e.g., agreeableness,
attachment security); characteristics of the target(s), for example,
partner’s perceived self-control, parental warmth, and just and
fair treatment by [representatives of] institutions; and unique
characteristics and demands of the (broader) context in which
trust-related interactions and experiences take place (e.g., social or
cultural norms). If any of these components change, for example,
as children grow up or as a result of specific experiences with
a particular target, then an individual’s thoughts, perceptions,
feelings, and behaviors related to trusting that particular target
may also change. Thus, the balance among the three components
changes over the course of development, partly because by the
time children reach adulthood, they are able to assume more and
more responsibility and agency in their interactions with an
increasing number of targets (Sameroff, 2010). Importantly, these
two perspectives on the roots of trust are not mutually exclusive,
and early life experiences or certain predispositions, such as
personality traits, may impact how experiences are perceived and
how they shape one’s trust (Dinesen & Bekkers, 2017).
Moreover, in addition to these more general conceptual
perspectives on trust, existing research and theory distinguish
between different types of trust, most often between interpersonal,
generalized, and institutional trust (e.g., OECD, 2017; Paxton,
1999). Interpersonal trust, sometimes referred to as limited or
particularized trust, concerns persons known to the individual
(Yamagishi & Yamagishi, 1994). It represents an individual’s
belief that a particular person they know is honest, reliable, and
benevolent based on past interactions and relationships with that
person. Generalized trust, sometimes referred to as social trust,
concerns persons who are not directly known to the individual
and refers to the belief that most people or others in general are
honest, reliable, and benevolent (Freitag & Bauer, 2013). It is
sometimes considered a personality trait and is assumed to be
relatively fixed and stable over time (Uslaner, 2016). Institutional
trust refers to individuals’ trust in different types of institutions
and parties, such as the government, police, banks, and nongov-
ernmental institutions (OECD, 2017). This form of trust largely
reflects individuals’ perceived effectiveness and integrity of these
institutions. To illustrate, when governments operate transparently,
actively fight corruption, and provide comprehensive social welfare,
citizens’ institutional trust tends to be higher than when govern-
ments do not do this (Clausen et al., 2011; Van Ryzin, 2007).
Subjective well-being is a multidimensional construct (DeNeve &
Cooper, 1998; Diener et al., 1999). Although there is no clear
consensus on its definition, most researchers agree that it comprises
three components, that is, life satisfaction, the presence of positive
affect, and the absence of negative affect (Deci & Ryan, 2008;
Metler & Busseri, 2017). These three components of subjective
well-being have been suggested to be interrelated but also distinct
(Lucas et al., 1996). Life satisfaction is defined as cognitive well-
being as it assesses the extent to which an individual positively
evaluates the overall quality of their life (Veenhoven, 1996).
Positive affect concerns pleasant emotional states, such as happiness
and positive emotions, while negative affect concerns unpleasant
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emotional states and internalizing problems, such as depression,
anxiety, and loneliness (Diener et al., 1999; S. Leung & Lee, 2014).

Theoretical Perspectives on the Association Between
Trust and Subjective Well-Being

To explain how trust affects one’s well-being, the need to belong
theory (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Lambert et al., 2013) and the
self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) offer important
theoretical perspectives. Both theories emphasize the central role
that social relationships play in people’s well-being. The need to
belong theory posits that individuals have an innate desire to form
positive relationships and maintain close social ties. The self-
determination theory identifies relatedness as one of the three basic
psychological needs of human beings. Relatedness refers to the need
to feel connected to other individuals or groups, to love and care for
them, and to be loved and cared for in return. Trust plays a crucial
role in the formation and maintenance of these social bonds that
satisfy the need for relatedness, as it promotes cooperation and
fosters supportive relationships (Balliet & Van Lange, 2013; Schilke
et al., 2021; Tov & Diener, 2009). Therefore, individuals with
higher levels of trust are more likely to satisfy their basic human
need for having supportive social relationships, resulting in better
overall well-being. In line with this, a longitudinal study among
children in the United Kingdom found that trust was associated with
social integration, which, in turn, was associated with lower
loneliness (Rotenberg et al., 2010). Furthermore, the importance of
social relationships may hold not only for relationships with known
others and interpersonal trust but also for social ties more generally.
Specifically, generalized trust may promote greater social partici-
pation among individuals (i.e., participation in community activities
and organizations), which may decrease the risk of depression
(Yamaguchi et al., 2019).

To explain how one’s well-being may affect subsequent trust,
other theoretical perspectives have been proposed. For example,
according to mood-congruency models, individuals’ emotions can
consciously or unconsciously influence their perceptions of others
and the world around them (Bower & Forgas, 2001; Jones &
George, 1998; Olson, 2006; Schwarz & Clore, 2007; Williams,
2001). Specifically, positive emotions, such as happiness, can lead
individuals to view the world around them more positively and
increase their trust in others and institutions (Dunn & Schweitzer,
2005). Conversely, individuals experiencing negative emotions,
such as anxiety, may perceive neutral information more negatively,
concentrate more on negative information, and feel less certain
about their current situation. These tendencies may lead to a more
negative view of other people and institutions, resulting in lower
levels of trust (Myers & Tingley, 2016).

Based on the theoretical perspectives described above, a positive
association between trust and subjective well-being may be
expected. Indeed, in a meta-analysis that conceptualized trust as a
personality trait, trust was among the most strongly associated of
the 137 traits examined, being positively related to subjective well-
being (DeNeve & Cooper, 1998). However, only three studies
were included to estimate this association between trust and
subjective well-being, with considerable variation in the strength
of the associations. Focusing on institutional trust, a meta-analysis
including nine effect sizes found a small positive, but nonsig-
nificant, association with subjective well-being (Eger & Maridal,

2015). Other studies, however, have found an association between
institutional trust and subjective well-being, suggesting that
institutional trust is associated with feelings of security and cer-
tainty (Glatz & Eder, 2020) and a belief in a just world (L. M. W.
Li, Lou, & Bond, 2022), both of which, in turn, are associated with
higher well-being (Glatz & Eder, 2020; L. M. W. Li, Lou, & Bond,
2022; S. Li, Sun, et al., 2022).

Moreover, the findings of most previous studies, the majority of
which were cross-sectional (e.g., Glatz & Eder, 2020; Jovanovié,
2016), but also some longitudinal studies, indicate a bidirectional
association between trust and subjective well-being (e.g., Nickerson
et al., 2019; Poulin & Haase, 2015). However, the strength of the
association varies considerably across studies. In this meta-analysis,
we will establish the direction of the association between trust and
subjective well-being. Moreover, we will examine the strength of
the cross-sectional association between trust and subjective well-
being, and its variation across studies, testing whether we can
explain this variation by examining several moderators, namely,
types of trust, components of subjective well-being, participants’
age and gender, sample types, and national-level generalized trust.

Types of Trust

The strength of the association between trust and subjective
well-being may vary depending on the type of trust examined
(Glanville & Story, 2018), for which we refer to Bronfenbrenner’s
theorizing. Bronfenbrenner (1979) defined human development
“as the person’s evolving conception of the ecological environment,
and his [sic] relation to it, as well as the person’s growing capacity
to discover, sustain, or alter its properties” (p. 9). According
to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner,
1979; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Ungar et al., 2013), proximal
factors, situated in an individual’s microsystem (i.e., an ecology that
directly interacts with the developing person, including the family or
school class), actualize and sustain child development. Distal fac-
tors, such as those situated in an individual’s exosystem or mac-
rosystem (i.e., the ecologies that do not directly interact with the
developing person, such as poorly funded educational systems),
shape child development by influencing and interacting with
proximal factors. Extending the ecological system’s theory to trust,
we suggest that interpersonal trust, which concerns persons known
to the individual and, hence, can be situated within an individual’s
microsystem, may have a stronger association with subjective well-
being than generalized trust and institutional trust—which involve
persons and institutions more distal to the individual, respectively.
Indeed, some previous studies have concluded that interpersonal
trust is more strongly associated with well-being than generalized
trust (A. Leung et al., 2011; Mironova, 2015) or institutional trust
(Jovanovic et al., 2023), but did not test whether these differences
in the strength of the association were significant. The findings
concerning generalized and institutional trust were less consistent,
with some studies finding a stronger association with well-being
for generalized trust (Jovanovié, 2016; Jovanovic et al., 2023) and
other studies finding a stronger association for institutional trust
(Soukiazis & Ramos, 2016). However, research including all three
types of trust is relatively scarce, and few studies have actually
tested whether the associations between different types of trust and
well-being differ from each other.
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Components of Subjective Well-Being

Although the three components of subjective well-being, namely,
life satisfaction, positive affect, and negative affect, are interrelated,
they are still distinct (Lucas et al., 1996), and therefore trust may not
be equally associated with them. Specifically, trust may be more
strongly related to life satisfaction than to positive and negative
affect. Life satisfaction, the broader assessment of one’s life, is more
stable than positive and negative affect, which can vary considerably
over time (Schimmack & Oishi, 2005). People’s overall life sat-
isfaction may be closely related to their trust in other people or
institutions, because both stem from positive, cognitive evaluations
of their life circumstances in general or social relationships in
particular (Barefoot et al., 1998; Yip et al., 2007). Conversely,
research shows that people exhibit remarkable variability in the
patterns and trajectories of their positive and negative affect over
time (Kuppens et al., 2010). Thus, affective states, more so than life
satisfaction, can be transient and vary considerably over periods of
time. Consequently, positive and negative affect may not be as
strongly associated with trust as life satisfaction. This suggestion is
consistent with previous research showing a stronger association
between both generalized trust and institutional trust with life
satisfaction than with positive affect (Fan & Mahadevan, 2019;
Soukiazis & Ramos, 2016). Only a few studies systematically
examined the association between trust and different indicators of
subjective well-being, so our knowledge on this topic is relatively
scarce.

Participant Characteristics
Age

Because both trust and subjective well-being are dynamic con-
cepts and their meaning may be influenced by age and related life
experiences (Diener et al., 2018; T. Li & Fung, 2013), the asso-
ciation between trust and subjective well-being may vary across
the lifespan. According to the socioemotional selectivity theory
(Carstensen, 1987; English & Carstensen, 2016), as individuals age,
they increasingly prioritize and value existing social relationships to
maximize emotional gains and minimize social risks because they
increasingly perceive their future time as limited (Carstensen et al.,
1999). In other words, interactions with a select group of significant
others becomes more valuable. Research supporting this suggestion
shows that, compared to young or middle-aged adults, older adults
prioritize emotional connectedness with others due to their
awareness of limited time (T. Li & Fung, 2013). For older adults,
trust may be especially important in maintaining such relationships
and in providing a sense of security and safety in the midst of
increasing physical and cognitive limitations (Jovanovi¢ et al.,
2023). Thus, associations between trust and subjective well-being
may be especially strong in this phase of life. Indeed, studies have
found that trust is more strongly associated with both life satisfaction
and happiness among older adults compared to younger adults
(Poulin & Haase, 2015).

Other research suggests that the association between trust and
subjective well-being may be particularly strong in younger people.
Children and adolescents are increasingly able to evaluate the
trustworthiness of others (van den Bos et al., 2011), understand
others’ perspectives and intentions (Schreuders et al., 2024), and are

often keen to expand their social networks and seek new re-
lationships and casual contacts (Cotterell, 2007; Crone & Dahl,
2012). Moreover, forming and maintaining supportive social con-
nections is one of the most important tasks for youth development
and consequently a strong predictor of well-being (Finkenauer et al.,
2019). During childhood and adolescence, trust may be key because
itis central to forming new and meaningful relationships (Rotenberg
etal.,2010; Van Lange, 2015). Because the vast majority of research
on the association between trust and subjective well-being focused
on one life phase, hardly anything is known on the extent to which
there are age-related differences in this association.

Gender

According to gender socialization theory, women are socialized
and motivated to maintain social relationships and value emotional
connections more than men (Haines et al., 2008). Indeed, women
have larger and more varied social networks with more friends
and more social support than men (Shye et al., 1995). Given
the importance of trust in establishing and maintaining social
relationships, it may be argued that the association between trust
and subjective well-being is stronger for women than for men.
However, the available empirical evidence on gender differences
in the association between trust and subjective well-being is
mixed. While some studies found no significant gender differ-
ences (Kroll, 2011; Tobiasz-Adamczyk et al., 2017), others
suggest a stronger association for women as compared to men. For
instance, Jovanovi¢ et al. (2023) reported a more robust associ-
ation between generalized trust and anxiety for women than for
men, and similarly Bai et al. (2019) observed a stronger asso-
ciation between generalized trust and happiness for women.
Further investigation of the potential moderating effect of gender
is needed to clarify whether the association between trust and
subjective well-being differs between men and women.

Sample Type

The positive association between trust and subjective well-being
is not limited to the general population but has also been observed in
vulnerable groups, such as refugees (Nickerson et al., 2019), older
adults with a disability (Xin & Ren, 2022), individuals who were
HIV-positive (Grgnlie & Dageid, 2017), and people significantly
impacted by events such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Bittmann,
2022) and earthquakes (Yamamura et al., 2015). It can be expected
that trust may play a particularly important role in the well-being of
these vulnerable groups. Especially for these groups, trust may
potentially function as a protective resource, as it may shield them
from the harmful effects of stressors, thereby promoting their overall
well-being (Economou et al., 2014). Previous research supports
this hypothesis, showing that trust can mitigate the psychological
impact of threatening circumstances on mental health. For example,
individuals with lower levels of institutional trust prior to the
COVID-19 pandemic reported greater decreases in life satisfaction
over time than individuals with higher levels of trust (Bittmann,
2022). Furthermore, a study by Yamamura et al. (2015) found a
positive association between trust and happiness before and after the
Great East Japanese Earthquake of 2011. The association was
stronger for residents in disaster-affected areas and stronger in the
aftermath of the disaster.
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National-Level Generalized Trust

Cross-country differences in the association between trust
and subjective well-being have been well documented (D’ Agostino
et al., 2019; Glatz & Eder, 2020; Hamamura et al., 2017). One
potential explanation for these cross-country differences lies in
national-level generalized trust, which reflects individuals’ belief in
a country’s ability to provide a safe, prosperous, and cooperative
social environment for its citizens (Balliet & Van Lange, 2013;
Delhey & Newton, 2005). In countries with high national-level
generalized trust, individuals generally have confidence in the
actions and intentions of others, especially strangers, and believe
that others will generally act in ways that are fair, honest, and
beneficial to the community. This trust also extends to social
institutions, systems, and structures, with people believing that
these entities will operate in ways that support the well-being and
interests of the general population (Balliet & Van Lange, 2013).

To our knowledge, the moderating effect of national-level
generalized trust on the individual-level association between trust
and subjective well-being has not yet been examined. Although
the literature does not provide a theoretical rationale for a strong
hypothesis in this regard, based on the relative deprivation theory,
one might expect the association between trust and well-being
to be stronger in countries with higher levels of national-level
generalized trust. The relative deprivation theory suggests that an
individual’s life satisfaction level is determined more by what one
perceives one has relative to relevant others than by what one
objectively has (Power et al., 2020). Feeling worse off or dis-
advantaged in this comparison may lead to lower life satisfaction.
In other words, for two people who have the same amount of
(social) resources, the person who perceives that they have less
than others would be less satisfied with life than the person who
perceives that they have about the same as others. Translated to
trust, this would mean that if a person feels that they have few
people around them who are reliable and trustworthy (i.e., low
individual-level trust), this would have a particularly strong
impact on their life satisfaction (and broader subjective well-
being) if that person lives in a context where most people trust
other people and perceives that most other people do have a
trustworthy social network (i.e., in a country with a high level of
national-level generalized trust). If the person lives in an envi-
ronment where most other people also do not have strong
trustworthy social relationships (i.e., in a country with a low level
of national-level generalized trust), their low level of individual-
level trust may be less harmful for their well-being.

It is also possible that higher national-level generalized trust
reinforces the beneficial effects of higher individual-level trust.
Higher national-level generalized trust is robustly related to lower
economic inequality (Elgar, 2010; Oishi et al., 2011) and more
social participation (Helliwell & Putnam, 2004). Moreover, in
higher trust societies, people expect others to adhere to the social
norms and cooperate (Balliet & Van Lange, 2013). They also engage
in more prosocial behavior (Putnam, 2000). Higher national-level
trust is also related to the perception that one can rely on others for
social support and volunteering (Calvo et al., 2012). Living in a
high-trust environment is associated with social cohesion and can
create a sense of belonging, which is in itself an innate human need,
the fulfillment of which is associated with greater well-being
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; H. Lu, Tong, & Zhu, 2020). Higher

national-level trust may thus provide individuals with a sense of
security and the perception that they have access to social resources
which may strengthen the association between individual-level trust
and subjective well-being.

The Present Study

This study provides a comprehensive meta-analytic review of the
association between trust and subjective well-being. We hypothe-
size an overall positive association between trust and subjective
well-being and aim to estimate the direction and strength of this
association and examine potential moderators. In terms of direction,
we hypothesize that trust predicts subsequent subjective well-being
and, conversely, that subjective well-being predicts subsequent
trust. The moderators in this study include type of trust, components
of subjective well-being, participants’ age and gender, sample types,
and the degree of generalized trust at the national level. Specifically,
interpersonal trust is expected to have the strongest association with
subjective well-being, followed by generalized and institutional
trust. Moreover, life satisfaction is expected to exhibit a stronger
association with trust than positive and negative affect. We also
hypothesize that demographic factors influence the association
between trust and subjective well-being. Based on several theo-
retical notions and previous research, we expect that the association
will be stronger for children/adolescents, and older adults, than for
early adults and middle-aged adults, and that it will be stronger for
women than men. In addition, we hypothesize that the association is
stronger in samples of vulnerable groups, such as clinical samples
and victims of natural disasters, than in general population samples.
Finally, we hypothesize that the association between trust and
subjective well-being is stronger in countries with higher levels of
generalized trust. In addition to these preregistered hypotheses, we
reviewed the literature concerning the plausibility of causality by
focusing on confounding, mediation, and the contributions of
experimental work.

Method
Search of Studies

To get a first impression about the availability of studies on the
association between trust and subjective well-being, we conducted
an initial literature search on May 26, 2021, in two databases (i.e.,
APA PsycInfo and Web of Science'), using the following search
string: trust AND well-being OR life satisfaction OR mental health
OR happ*. After removing duplicates, we obtained 5,368 articles.
Then, we screened the title, keywords, and abstract of those articles
on Rayyan (Ouzzani et al., 2016) and labeled 101 articles that might
match our research interests.

Next, on March 19, 2022, the main literature search was
conducted in four databases (i.e., ERIC, APA PsycInfo, PubMed,
and Web of Science), using search strings regarding both trust
and subjective well-being. Specifically, the keywords regarding
trust were trust®™ OR benevolen® OR confidence in people

! The Web of Science collection we searched in includes four databases,
that is, the Science Citation Index Expanded (1900—present), the Social
Sciences Citation Index (1900—present), the Arts and Humanities Citation
Index (1975-present), and the Emerging Sources Citation Index (2020~
present).
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Or confidence in inst® OR confidence in govern™ OR political
confidence OR systematic confidence; and the keywords regarding
subjective well-being were life satisfaction OR quality of life OR
happi™ OR well-being OR wellbeing OR well being OR pleasant
affect OR positive affect OR unpleasant affect OR negative
affect OR unhappi® OR lonel™ OR emotional problem™ OR
internali* OR anhedon™ OR depress®™ OR dysphori* OR dys-
thym™® OR anxi® OR phobi* OR positive emotion™ OR positive
feeling™ OR negative emotion™ OR negative feeling™.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

The following selection criteria were used: The study had to be
published in English and in a peer-reviewed journal. Empirical,
quantitative studies were included, while systematic reviews, meta-
analyses, and qualitative studies were excluded. Regarding the study
sample/population, no criteria were set regarding the age, group, or
demographic characteristics of the sample.

The study was considered eligible if it examined the cross-
sectional or longitudinal association between trust and subjective
well-being. For cross-sectional associations, studies conducted
immediately after an intervention or trust game were excluded. For
longitudinal associations, studies were excluded if an intervention,
experiment, or natural disaster occurred between two assess-
ment waves.

Regarding the two key variables, specific additional criteria were
used. For trust, the focus was on interpersonal, generalized, and
institutional trust at the individual level only. Trust climate at the
contextual level (i.e., management trust climate), swift trust, and
trust in certain religions, personal social media, and churches were
excluded. For subjective well-being, the focus was on life satis-
faction, positive affect (including happiness and positive emotions/
feelings), and negative affect (including anhedonia, unhappiness,
depression, anxiety, loneliness, internalizing problems, and emo-
tional problems). Specific momentary emotions, such as pride,
sadness, or anger, were excluded. Domain quality of life (e.g., online
shopping well-being and job-related anxiety) and domain satis-
faction (e.g., satisfaction with family, school, health, and workplace)
were excluded due to their focus on specific life aspects and their
sensitivity to particular conditions or contexts (Delhey & Dragolov,
2014). To ensure consistency in study screening, decision-making,
and coding, we created mind maps for the two key variables, which
are available at https://osf.io/x8phg.

Study Screening

The literature search resulted in 15,727 unique records that were
screened for eligibility based on the inclusion and exclusion
criteria. Figure 1 shows the PRISMA flowchart. First, we con-
ducted screening based on title, keywords, and abstract, using
ASReview, an open-source software that uses machine learning
algorithms to facilitate the screening process of systematic reviews
(van de Schoot et al., 2021). This software was chosen for its cost-
effectiveness, transparency, and efficiency in identifying relevant
articles based on prior knowledge.

The 15,727 retrieved records were imported in ASReview.
To enhance the efficiency and accuracy of the active learning
process of the software, we manually labeled 200 records as relevant
or irrelevant based on prior knowledge gained from the initial

literature search in 2021 (101 relevant and 99 irrelevant reports).
Based on this input, the trained default model of ASReview
recommended the most relevant records, one at a time, from the
remaining set of unlabeled records. The first author then screened
the title, keywords, and abstract of the record recommended as
most relevant and decided to in- or exclude the record. With each
decision made by the first author, ASReview improved its
knowledge and subsequently recommended the most relevant
record. The screening process continued until 50 records in a row
were identified by the first author as nonrelevant, at which point
screening was stopped.

After reaching this stopping rule, we had screened 2,255 records
out of the 15,727 records in our database. Of these 2,255 records,
860 were considered relevant, and 1,395 were considered irrele-
vant according to our inclusion and exclusion criteria. To identify
potential additional relevant records, it is recommended to
switch to a different model of ASReview and screen another round
of records (Teijema et al., 2023). Hence, we trained another model
(adoc2vec model with logistic regression) using the 2,255 labeling
decisions obtained from the default model of ASReview and
screened another round of records. Using the same stopping rule,
an additional 1,114 records were screened, of which 94 were
labeled as relevant.

In total, 954 records were labeled as relevant in this first screening
phase (i.e., 860 + 94). Additionally, we added one record to our data
set, which was recommended by an author who noticed our ongoing
meta-analysis, leading to a total of 955 records. Of those, we could
not retrieve the full text of two reports. Next, we screened the full
text of the remaining 953 reports and excluded 426 of them for
not meeting the inclusion criteria (for further details, see Figure 1).
To ensure consistency in the full-text screening process, a research
assistant experienced in conducting meta-analyses was trained
by the first author to screen 100 randomly selected reports. The
screening decisions made by the research assistant and the first
author were compared and showed a high level of agreement (92%
matching decisions). Disagreements were discussed and resolved
among the authors.

Data Extraction and Coding

All 527 included reports were coded using a coding manual
developed and piloted by the research team. The first author
conducted most of the coding, with 10% of articles being double
coded to calculate interrater reliability. For all categorical vari-
ables, Cohen’s « indicated substantial to perfect agreement (k =
.73-1.00), except for “sample type” variable which had moderate
agreement (k = .59). To enhance clarity and agreement, this
variable was further discussed within the coding team, and
adjustments were made to the coding manual. For continuous
variables, intraclass correlations indicated good to excellent reliability
(intraclass correlation coefficient = 0.76-1.00). Following coding
completion, the first author double-checked all the codings, and any
disagreements, concerns, or instances of uncertain coding were
discussed and resolved among the authors.

Contacting Authors

Of the 527 coded reports, 352 did not provide sufficient infor-
mation to compute an effect size. Overall, we contacted 375 authors,
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Figure 1
The PRISMA Flowchart
)
.E Records identified from (23.852):
- .
g SII:IA(‘P;};;MO w08 Records removed before screening:
El - Duplicate records removed: 8.125
= PubMed: 5,718
= Web of Science: 10.088
- I
Records excluded (14,773):
M Records excluded (using default model): 1.395
Records screened: 15.727 Records excluded (using doc2vec model with logistic
regression: 1.020
Records excluded by ASReview: 12.358
A
. Reports notretrieved: 2
- retrieval: 95
Reporisisought far retieval. 954 Included: 1 — recommended by an author
f
.5 Reports excluded (426):
% Written in language other than English: 1
» Not a peer-reviewed paper: 38
Not an empirical. quantitative study: 4
Duplicate: 1
Reports assessed for eligibility: 953 Measures of trust and/or subjective well-being
mismatch inclusion criteria: 378
The two key variables were not measured at the same
time point: 3
The two key variables were measured after playing a
trust game: 1
—
() Reports excluded (268):
Reports coded: 527 Insufficient data to calculate effect size. no author
response to our request for additional information
Reports included: 259 Reporfserciutcd (18): .
Same sample as another included study
=
&
=
S
= Studies included in analyses: 241
Cross-sectional analyses:
241 reports, 488 studies. 2.518.769
participants
Longitudinal analyses:
19 reports. 20 studies, 273.706
= participants

Note. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

with a response rate of 30% (114 authors). Of those responding
authors, 86 (23% of the contacted authors) provided relevant
information that allowed us to compute the effect size(s). Most
authors who declined requests for additional information reported
they no longer had access to the data. In total, 259 reports were
included. Of these 259 reports, we excluded 18 reports as dupli-
cates, as these reports reported on the associations between the
same types of trust and the same components of subjective well-
being as assessed in the same sample as another report included in

our meta-analysis. Hence, a total of 241 published reports were
ultimately included.

Coding

Following the guideline proposed by Lipsey and Wilson (2001),
a coding manual was developed to extract the data necessary for
the meta-analysis. Regarding the moderators, data were extracted
for types of trust, that is, interpersonal trust, generalized trust,
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institutional trust, and “mixed,” including different combinations
of types of trust. A mind map was created to ensure consistency in
our categorization of trust types and to facilitate replicability (see
above for a link to our Open Science Framework project page with
all materials). For example, trust measures were coded as inter-
personal trust if they referred to people that the participant was
likely to know (e.g., family members, teachers, friends, neighbors,
colleagues). Trust measures were coded as generalized trust if they
referred to people in general or to larger groups, not all of whose
members are known to the participant (e.g., one’s “community”).
Trust measures were coded as institutional trust if they referred to
institutions or their representatives (not personally known to the
participant, e.g., school, government, police).

The other moderators were components of subjective well-being
(i.e., life satisfaction, positive affect, negative affect, and “mixed,”
including different combinations of components of well-being),
participant age (i.e., childhood and adolescence [M,q. < 24 years],
early adulthood [24 < M,g. < 45], middle adulthood [45 < Mg <
65], and elderhood [M,,. > 65]), gender (i.e., the percentage women
in the sample), different types of samples (i.e., general population,
victims of natural disasters or pandemics/crises, socially vulnerable
groups including refugees and ethnic minorities, clinical samples
including psychiatric and mental health diagnoses, and samples with
physical problems including disabilities or serious medical and/or
physical illnesses), and national-level generalized trust. The scores of
national-level generalized trust were obtained from the Harmonized
Trust Database, a compilation of data from various surveys conducted
by the Global Trust Research Consortium (https://globaltrustresea
rch.wordpress.com/results/). Most of the surveys included in the
Harmonized Trust Database asked respondents to rate items such as
“Most people can be trusted” or “You cannot be too careful” on
different Likert scales, which ranged from 1 to 4 point scales to
0-10 point scales. Global Trust Research Consortium then rescaled
all available survey responses to a 0—100 score, which represented
the percentage of respondents choosing the option “Most people can
be trusted.” For longitudinal analyses, data were also extracted on
time lag (in months) between assessments. The present study only
included effect sizes based on self-reported measures of trust and
excluded reports from other sources such as parents, teachers, and/or
peers since such reports were included in only three articles.

Statistical Analyses
Cross-Sectional Associations

To examine the cross-sectional association between trust and
subjective well-being, we used Pearson correlation as effect size,
with positive effect sizes indicating that higher levels of trust were
related with better subjective well-being (i.e., higher life satisfac-
tion, higher positive affect, and lower negative effect). For 942 of
the 991 effect sizes we could include, this information was readily
available. For studies that did not report Pearson correlations but
provided other statistical information, such as a two-way frequency
table, an online effect size calculator (https://www.campbellcollabo
ration.org/research-resources/effect-size-calculator.html) was used
to calculate the corresponding Pearson correlations (k = 49). Next,
we transformed all Pearson correlation coefficients using the
Fisher’s r-to-z formula to remove the range restriction and ensure

the sampling distribution was approximately normal (Assink &
Wibbelink, 2016).

As described above, in some reports, multiple effect sizes were
obtained from the same sample of participants, which could lead to
dependencies in the data as effect sizes obtained from the same
sample might be more similar than effect sizes obtained from
different samples. Moreover, multiple studies were obtained from
the same larger “data source” (e.g., World Values Survey), and
even though these studies consisted of different groups of people,
they were sampled using similar procedures with similar ques-
tionnaires, which could potentially also lead to dependencies in the
data. To account for these possible dependencies, we conducted
a four-level random-effects model. This model accounted for
sampling variance (Level 1), variance between effect sizes within
the same study (Level 2), variance between studies within the same
data source (Level 3), and variance between data sources (Level 4).

In the analyses, the effect sizes were weighted by the inverse
sampling variance, where effect sizes with greater sampling accuracy
were given greater weight. Restricted maximum likelihood was used
as an estimation method (Assink & Wibbelink, 2016). To estimate the
overall effect size of the association between trust and subjective
well-being, we first estimated an unconditional four-level random-
effects model and examined heterogeneity in the effect sizes. We then
estimated conditional models by including each moderator separately
as a predictor in the four-level model. Finally, we conducted a
multivariate conditional model in which the effects of all significant
moderators were examined simultaneously (Assink & Wibbelink,
2016). To facilitate interpretation, effect sizes were transformed back
to Pearson correlation coefficients (r). All analyses were conducted
using R, Version 4.0.0 (R Core Team, 2020), and the package metafor
(Viechtbauer, 2010).

Longitudinal Associations

We employed a cross-lagged regression approach to examine the
longitudinal associations between trust and subjective well-being
(cf. Maes et al., 2019). Specifically, we computed the cross-lagged
effects of trust on subsequent well-being, and of well-being on
subsequent trust, while controlling for the prior levels of these
variables and the cross-sectional correlation between trust and
subjective well-being at Time 1. We used an established syntax to
compute the regression coefficients and their corresponding sam-
pling variances (Fernandez et al., 2020).

Given the nested structure of our longitudinal data, where effect
sizes were nested within time waves, which were nested within
studies, we conducted two separate four-level random-effects models
to examine the cross-lagged effect of trust on subsequent well-being,
and of well-being on subsequent trust, respectively. Each model
accounted for four levels of variance: sampling variance (Level 1),
variance between effect sizes within the same wave (Level 2), vari-
ance between waves within the same study (Level 3), and variance
between studies (Level 4).

Publication Bias

To examine the possibility of publication bias, we employed two
methods: funnel plot and Egger’s test. We visually inspected three
contour-enhanced funnel plots to assess publication bias, including
one for the effect sizes reflecting the cross-sectional association
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between trust and subjective well-being, and two for the longitudinal
associations between trust and subsequent well-being, and between
well-being and subsequent trust. Furthermore, we conducted Egger’s
regression test by adding the inverse sample size as a predictor to the
three models (i.e., one for the cross-sectional association and two for
the longitudinal associations).

Transparency and Openness

This meta-analysis, including hypotheses and analysis plan, was
preregistered at our Open Science Framework project page: https://
osf.io/x8phg. Deviations from the preregistration, as well as all
meta-analytic data, analysis code, and research materials (including
our coding scheme), can also be found at our project page. We
followed the PRISMA reporting guidelines (Page et al., 2021) for
the final report.

Results
Summary of Primary Studies

In several of the 241 included reports, data from multiple studies
were reported, and for those studies, often multiple effect sizes could
be computed. For the current meta-analysis, we could include 991
effect sizes (k) from 488 studies (1). Moreover, these samples were
nested within 211 “data sources,” such as the World Values Survey,
which provide data on multiple samples across several countries and
cohorts. Detailed study and sample characteristics for each included
study can be found in Supplemental Table S1.

The mean age of the participants ranged from 6.02 to 83.89 years
(M = 46.06, SD = 15.52). The majority of the samples were in
middle adulthood (n = 221), followed by early adulthood (n = 139),
elderhood (n = 67), and childhood and adolescence (n = 59). Studies
including samples from the youngest and oldest age categories are
thus relatively scarce. Moreover, within the youngest age category,
children and younger adolescents are underrepresented, with an
average mean age across studies of 17.90 years. Similarly, within the
oldest age category, the oldest old are also underrepresented, with an
average mean age across studies of 73.67 years. The percentage of
females in the included samples ranged from 0% to 100% (M =
55.45, SD = 13.75). Regarding the type of samples, the majority
were from the general population (n = 388). The other samples
consisted of victims of natural disasters or pandemics/crises (n =
58), socially vulnerable groups (e.g., refugees and ethnic minorities;
n = 28), clinical groups with or without a control group (e.g., with
psychiatric diagnoses or mental health diagnoses; n = 8), and
participants with physical problems (e.g., with disabilities or serious
medical and/or physical illnesses; n = 6).

The studies were geographically distributed as follows: 254 in
Europe, 114 in Asia, 57 in North America, 21 in Oceania, 18 in
Africa, 15 in South America, and six studies included participants
across multiple continents (for the remaining three studies, this
information was missing). The United States (n = 43), China (n =
37), and the United Kingdom (n = 19) were the countries with the
highest number of studies included in this meta-analysis. The
national-level generalized trust scores ranged from 3.50 for Trinidad
and Tobago to 59.45 for Finland (M = 39.18, SD = 13.20).
Regarding different types of trust, most effect sizes were based on a
measure of generalized trust (k = 460), followed by institutional

trust (k = 320), interpersonal trust (k = 172), and a measure in which
different types of trust were combined (k = 39). Regarding different
components of subjective well-being, most effect sizes were based
on a measure of negative affect (k = 304) or life satisfaction (k =
299), followed by positive affect (k = 208) and a measure in which
different components of well-being were combined (k = 180).

Cross-Sectional Associations Between Trust and
Subjective Well-Being

For the cross-sectional association, our analyses yielded an
estimated mean Fisher’s Z of 0.21 (SE = 0.01, p < .001), which
when back-transformed to a Pearson correlation corresponds to a
mean estimated effect size of r = .21, 95% confidence interval (CI)
[0.19, 0.23]. Moreover, we identified 16 outliers that deviated more
than three standard deviations from the mean effect size. After
removing these 16 outliers, a similar estimated mean Fisher’s Z of
0.21 (SE=0.01, p <.001) was observed, corresponding to a Pearson
correlation r = .21, 95% CI [0.19, 0.22]. As outliers may have a large
impact, especially on moderator analyses, the remainder of the results
were based on the models without these outliers. For transparency and
completeness, the results of the models including the outliers are
presented in Supplemental Material S2 and Supplemental Table S3.

When examining heterogeneity in the effect sizes, the median
sampling variance was 0.001, accounting for 5.41% of the total
variance. The Level 2 variance was 0.003, X2(3) =15,875.70, p <
.001, and accounted for 18.78% of the total variance. This indicates
that there was systematic variance between effect sizes within the
same study. The Level 3 variance, 0.002, ¥*(3) = 79.09, p < .001,
and the Level 4 variance, 0.010, x2(3) =150.80, p <.001, accounted
for 14.06% and 61.75% of the total variance, respectively. These
results indicate the presence of systematic variance between studies
within the same data source and between data sources.

Moderators of the Association Between Trust and
Subjective Well-Being

The results of the moderation analyses are presented in Table 1
and reveal significant effects of types of trust, components of
subjective well-being, age, and national-level generalized trust.
Gender and types of sample® were nonsignificant moderators.

To facilitate the interpretation of these significant moderators,
their mean estimated effect sizes (Fisher’s Z) were converted into
Pearson correlations (r). Overall, the results were consistent with our
expectations. Specifically, regarding type of trust, interpersonal trust
showed the strongest correlation with subjective well-being (r =
.25), followed by generalized trust (» = .20), while institutional trust
showed the weakest correlation (r =.17). Regarding the components
of subjective well-being, the correlation between trust and life
satisfaction (r = .23) was stronger than the associations between
trust and positive affect (r = .20) and between trust and negative

2 The univariate analyses with outliers mostly supported the findings of the
univariate analyses without outliers, except for types of sample, which only
showed significant results in the analyses with outliers. Details of the
univariate analyses with outliers can be found in Supplemental Table S3.
However, the multivariate analyses with outliers yielded similar results to the
multivariate analyses without outliers, indicating that the types of sample did
not have a unique moderating effect on the association between trust and
subjective well-being, F(4, 917) = 1.1745, p = .321.
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affect (r = .19). In addition, the association between trust and
subjective well-being was stronger for individuals in childhood and
adolescence (r = .25) and in elderhood (r = .22), than in early
adulthood (r = .20) and middle adulthood (r = .18). Furthermore,
stronger associations between trust and subjective well-being were
found in countries with higher national levels of generalized trust
(r = .002).

Next, we conducted a multivariate conditional model to examine
the effects of all significant moderators simultaneously. The
omnibus test yielded significant results, F(10, 905) = 16.04, p <
.001, indicating that at least one of the regression coefficients of the
moderators was significantly different from zero. Subsequent
analyses revealed that all significant moderators remained signifi-
cant, including type of trust, components of subjective well-being,
and age group, Fs(3, 905) = 12.19-23.74, ps < .001, and national-
level generalized trust, F(1, 905) = 23.83, p < .001. This suggests
that these factors have unique moderating effects on the association
between trust and subjective well-being.

Longitudinal Associations Between Trust and Subjective
Well-Being

Standardized regression coefficients for each study are presented
in Table 2, reflecting the longitudinal associations between trust
and subjective well-being, while controlling for prior levels of the
variables and the cross-sectional correlation between trust and well-
being at Time 1. Time lag between assessments ranged from 0.5 to
96 months (M = 30 months, SD = 28 months). When conducting the
four-level models, results revealed that Level 2 and Level 3 were
nonsignificant (see Supplemental Material S4). Therefore, to sim-
plify the models, we removed the nonsignificant levels, one by one,
that is, Level 3 and Level 2, respectively.

Results of the resulting two-level model reflecting the association
of trust with subsequent well-being (k = 55) revealed a mean
estimated regression coefficient of 0.07 (SE = 0.01, p < .001, 95%
CI[0.05, 0.09]), indicating that trust was significantly and positively
associated with subsequent well-being. Time lag between assess-
ments did not significantly moderate these associations, F(1, 53) =
0.00, p = .96.

Results of the two-level model reflecting the association of
subjective well-being with subsequent trust (k = 49) revealed a mean
estimated regression coefficient of 0.06 (SE = 0.01, p < .001, 95%
CI [0.04, 0.08]), suggesting that subjective well-being was signif-
icantly and positively associated with subsequent trust. Time lag
between assessments did not significantly moderate these asso-
ciations, F(1, 47) = 0.05, p = .83.

When examining heterogeneity in the effect sizes reflecting the
association between trust and subsequent well-being, we found that
the median sampling variance was 0.001, which accounted for
44.34% of the total variance. The variance between studies was
0.001, X2(3) = 1,862.43, p < .001, and accounted for 55.66% of
the total variance, suggesting that there was significant variability
between studies. Similarly, regarding the heterogeneity in the effect
sizes reflecting the association between subjective well-being and
subsequent trust, the median sampling variance was 0.001, which
accounted for 48.71% of the total variance. The variance between
studies was 0.001, X2(3) = 410.85, p < .001, and accounted for
51.29% of the total variance, suggesting that there was significant
variability between studies.

Publication Bias

Regarding the cross-sectional association between trust and sub-
jective well-being, the contour-enhanced funnel plot (see Figure 2)
did not exhibit clear symmetry, making it challenging to determine
the presence of publication bias. Egger’s regression test indicated a
significant effect, which might suggest the presence of publication
bias (Z = 0.21, SE = 0.01, p < .001). Regarding the longitudinal
associations, the contour-enhanced funnel plots in Figure 2 seemed
rather symmetrical, suggesting that publication bias did not influence
the current results. These findings were supported by the nonsig-
nificant results of the Egger’s regression tests for both the association
of trust with subsequent well-being (Z=6.11, SE=6.15, p = .33) and
the association of well-being with subsequent trust (Z = 1.98, SE =
6.23, p = .76).

The Plausibility of Causality
Potential Sources of Confounding

The studies included in this meta-analysis used nonexperimental
designs. As is the case with all observational studies, there is an
inherent risk that unmeasured third variables may confound the
observed effects (e.g., Little et al., 2007). However, most studies did
not examine confounding factors, potentially because the predictive
effect of trust on subjective well-being (or vice versa) was not their
primary focus. The studies that did examine potential confounding
factors all examined the predictive effect of trust on subjective well-
being. In several studies, demographic characteristics of the parti-
cipants were included in the models as control variables, but these
usually did not greatly impact the strength of the association between
trust and subjective well-being. Other confounders examined in these
studies were most often related to participants’ social networks or
social capital (e.g., Ahn, 2021; Tuominen & Haanpid, 2022), their
perceptions of social support (e.g., Bye et al., 2020; Cao et al., 2015;
Irwin et al., 2008), or personality characteristics (e.g., Oshio, 2017).
In a few studies, the predictive effect of trust on subjective well-being
disappeared after adding potential confounders. For instance, it was
found that the association between trust in neighbors and life sat-
isfaction (and not so much trust in families) disappeared when adding
social capital to the model (Tuominen & Haanpad, 2022). However,
in another study that controlled for a similar factor, the association
between trust in neighbors and life satisfaction remained significant
(Ahn, 2021). In some studies, adding potential confounders led to a
reduction of the strength of the predictive effect of trust on subjective
well-being (e.g., Bye et al., 2020; Irwin et al., 2008; Oshio, 2017),
although the effect remained significant. In other studies, adding
potential confounders did little to change the strength of the effect
(e.g., Achdut & Refaeli, 2020; Cao et al., 2015; S. Wang et al.,
2019). To summarize, the combined results from previous research
indicate that social factors and personality characteristics may only
partly confound associations between trust and subjective well-
being. However, the inconsistent findings across studies also
warrant more research.

Potential Mechanisms

In our review of the included longitudinal studies, we identified
only three that examined mediating factors in the association
between trust and subsequent subjective well-being, or vice versa.
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Figure 2

Contour-Enhanced Funnel Plots of the Cross-Sectional and
Longitudinal Associations Between Trust and Subjective Well-
Being

(A) Cross-Sectional Association
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Note. Panel A: Funnel plot of the cross-sectional associations between
trust and subjective well-being, where a positive effect size indicates that
higher levels of trust are associated with better subjective well-being.
Panel B: Funnel plot of the longitudinal associations between trust and
subsequent subjective well-being, where a positive effect size indicates
that higher levels of trust are associated with better subjective well-being
at a later time point, while controlling for prior levels of subjective well-
being and the cross-sectional association between trust and subjective
well-being at Time 1. Panel C: Funnel plot of the longitudinal associations
between subjective well-being and subsequent trust, where a positive
effect size indicates that better subjective well-being is associated with
higher levels of trust at a later time point, while controlling for prior levels
of trust and the cross-sectional association between trust and subjective
well-being at Time 1.

In addition, three studies were retrieved in which subjective well-
being was manipulated. The first study included four conditions in
which German male participants were instructed to immerse their
hands in either warm or cold water, with or without social evaluation
(von Dawans et al., 2018). The social evaluation component
increased stress among participants and could therefore be consid-
ered as a manipulation of subjective well-being (i.e., distress). The
warm and cold water conditions combined, reflecting the social
evaluation component, seemed to reduce trust levels, although trust
levels did not differ when the four conditions were examined sep-
arately. The second study used slideshow pictures to unconsciously
induce positive or negative emotions in Tunisian undergraduate
students (Saadaoui et al., 2019). The authors concluded that there was
a positive effect of negative emotions on trust, although the
regression results and a mediation model conducted later showed
negative effects of negative emotions on trust. In the third study, the
autobiographical emotional memory task was used to induce specific
emotions (i.e., anger, anxiety, guilt, happiness, or self-assurance) in a
sample of U.S. undergraduates (Myers & Tingley, 2016). The results
showed that the anxiety manipulation had a positive effect on trust.
However, their causal mediation analysis (which also accounts for
the impact of nontargeted emotions) showed that the effect of
negative affect, through anxiety, is in fact negative.

In summary, the results of these studies partly indicated that
negative emotions lead to lower trust, although results in two out of
three of these studies showed inconsistent results across assessed
models. As such, it is hard to draw conclusions based on these
studies. Importantly, all three studies measured trust with a trust
game, which is a behavioral measure of trust and, hence, different
from the self-reported survey measures that have been used in the
studies included in the present meta-analysis.

Discussion

Trust is seen as an important determinant of individual well-being
across a variety of scientific disciplines. Nevertheless, empirical
studies on the association between trust and subjective well-being
have yielded inconsistent results regarding the strength and direction
of this association. This multilevel meta-analysis provides a com-
prehensive examination of this association across the lifespan,
including a total of 2,518,769 participants. Based on 991 effect sizes
(for an overview, see Supplemental Table S1), results confirmed
that, on average, trust was positively associated with subjective
well-being (r = .21). We further found that the strength of this
association substantially varied across studies and that this variation,
to some extent, depended on the type of trust, the component of
subjective well-being, the age of the participants, and the national-
level generalized trust of the country in which the study took place
(see Table 1). Last, our longitudinal analyses indicated that trust was
positively associated with subsequent well-being (B = 0.07) and that
subjective well-being was positively associated with subsequent
trust (B = 0.06). Together, these results suggest that trust and
subjective well-being mutually reinforce each other.

Cross-Sectional Association Between Trust and
Subjective Well-Being

As predicted, we found a positive cross-sectional association
between trust and subjective well-being: Individuals who reported
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more trust in other people and institutions also reported better
well-being on average. The strength of this association varied
across studies, and we examined whether this variation could be
explained by several sample and study characteristics. Contrary to
our expectations, we found no evidence for a moderating role of
gender or type of sample examined.

More specifically, we hypothesized that the association between
trust and subjective well-being would be stronger for women than
men. The reasoning behind this was that trust is essential for
building and maintaining social relationships, and women are, more
than men, socialized and motivated to build and maintain such
relationships (Haines et al., 2008), which may strengthen the
association with well-being. However, we did not find such a
difference between women and men. This might relate to a long-
standing debate in the literature, with one perspective emphasizing
the greater importance of social relationships for women, and
another perspective emphasizing the similarities between men and
women. Highlighting similarities, several studies have shown that
although women may value certain types of relationships (e.g.,
dyadic relationships) more than men, both men and women are
equally social and take comparable care in how they relate to others
(Baumeister & Sommer, 1997; Gabriel & Gardner, 1999; Rose &
Rudolph, 2006). Finding similar associations between trust and
subjective well-being for men and women would be consistent
with this perspective, and, more broadly, with the gender simi-
larities hypothesis, suggesting that the diversity among men, and
the diversity among women, is much greater than the diversity
between men and women (Hyde, 2005). Moreover, the finding is in
line with the need to belong theory (Baumeister & Leary, 1995;
Lambert et al., 2013) and the self-determination theory (Ryan &
Deci, 2000), as relatedness is a fundamental need for all people,
regardless of gender.

We also expected the association between trust and subjective
well-being to be particularly strong among people from vulnerable
groups, such as refugees, individuals with mental or physical
problems, or individuals affected by major events such as a natural
disaster or pandemic. We hypothesized that trust mitigates the
psychological impact of the stressors faced by people from such
vulnerable groups, but we did not find conclusive evidence to
support this suggestion. Trust encourages cooperation and facilitates
the formation of social networks (Van Lange, 2015), which can
reduce stress by creating expectations of support and fair treatment.
Such effects are important for the well-being of all individuals,
regardless of their vulnerability. In addition, it might be that the
potential mitigating effect of trust is less pronounced than we
expected because of the diversity and complexity of the stressors
and environments of the various vulnerable groups included in this
meta-analysis.

The association between trust and subjective well-being did vary
depending on the type of trust examined. As expected, we found that
interpersonal trust had the strongest association with subjective well-
being, followed by generalized trust, while institutional trust showed
the weakest association. However, it is important to acknowledge that
the differences in the strength of these associations were rather small.
These findings are consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s ecological sys-
tems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), which suggests that proximal
factors have a greater impact on an individual’s well-being compared
to distal factors in the broader social context. Individuals’ social and
physical ecologies (Van de Vliert et al., 2023), from families to

neighborhoods, from institutions to social norms, account for both
proximal and distal factors that, through reciprocal interaction,
shape people’s trust. Our results are in line with some previous
research that found a stronger association for interpersonal trust as
compared to the other two types (e.g., Jovanovi¢ et al., 2023;
A. Leung et al., 2011; Mironova, 2015). Previous work was less
consistent concerning the strength of the association when com-
paring generalized with institutional trust (e.g., Jovanovié¢, 2016;
Soukiazis & Ramos, 2016). Our findings indicate a stronger
association with well-being for generalized than for institutional
trust, which could mean that people, even when not known to the
individual, may still act as a more proximal factor than institutions
(which might feel even more distant and abstract).

The strength of the association between trust and subjective
well-being further varied depending on the specific component of
well-being, although differences were small. Specifically, trust
was more strongly associated with life satisfaction than with either
positive or negative affect, aligning with the findings of previous
research (Baltitescu, 2009; Fan & Mahadevan, 2019). Trust may
reflect a foundational sense of security and predictability in social
networks and environments. When individuals have trust in their
social networks, community, and institutions, they often perceive
their lives as more stable and feel supported, leading to increased
life satisfaction. In contrast, emotional states, like positive or
negative affect, are more variable over short periods of time and
are influenced by numerous factors and thus might be less strongly
affected by trust.

The strength of the association between trust and subjective well-
being further varied depending on the age of the participants,
although the differences were quite small. Specifically, the asso-
ciation was stronger among children/adolescents than among young
and middle-aged adults. This indicates that trust is particularly
important for young people’s well-being. For young people, forming
and maintaining meaningful and supportive social relationships is one
of their main developmental tasks, and trust plays a crucial role in this
process (Finkenauer et al., 2019; Rotenberg et al., 2010). In addition,
we found that the association between trust and subjective well-being
was stronger for older adults than for young adults. This finding is
consistent with previous studies that found that trust was particularly
important for older adults’ well-being (e.g., Jovanovi¢ et al., 2023;
Poulin & Haase, 2015). One possible explanation is that in old age,
individuals prioritize existing social relationships due to their
awareness of a limited future time (Carstensen et al., 1999; T. Li &
Fung, 2013). To maintain good relationships with a select group of
significant others, trust is likely to play an essential role. Moreover, as
physical and cognitive limitations increase, older adults become
more dependent on others. Failure to trust the people and institutions
on which one becomes increasingly dependent is likely to have a
relatively large detrimental impact on one’s well-being.

A final factor that we identified as having some influence on the
strength of the association between trust and subjective well-being
was national-level generalized trust. In line with the value-as-
moderator model (Oishi et al., 1999), our findings revealed that the
association between trust and subjective well-being was stronger in
countries with higher national levels of generalized trust. It might be
that if individuals feel that they can trust other people and institutions,
and if this affirms and aligns with the broader environment they are
in, this benefits their well-being. In contrast, being a high-trusting
individual in an environment where most people actually cannot be
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trusted might not be particularly beneficial for people’s well-being.
This finding underscores the importance of not only focusing on
individuals’ levels of trust but also on fostering a safe, prosperous,
and cooperative social environment (Van Lange, 2015).

Longitudinal Associations Between Trust and Subjective
Well-Being

In line with our hypotheses, we found that higher levels of trust
were associated with higher levels of subsequent well-being and that
higher levels of subjective well-being were associated with higher
levels of subsequent trust. These findings are in line with the need to
belong theory (Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and the self-determination
theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000), which both emphasize the importance
of positive and supportive social relationships for one’s well-being.
Given the foundational role of trust in social interactions and thus in
building and maintaining social relationships, it can be expected that
individuals who report higher trust are more likely to have this basic
human need met and thus experience better well-being (Balliet &
Van Lange, 2013; Schilke et al., 2021; Tov & Diener, 2009).

The findings are also in line with mood-congruency models,
which suggest that people’s well-being influences the way they
perceive the world around them (Bower & Forgas, 2001; Jones &
George, 1998; Olson, 2006; Schwarz & Clore, 2007; Williams,
2001). When people are happier and have more positive emotions,
they are more likely to perceive and experience others and institu-
tions in a more positive way, making them more inclined to trust the
people and institutions around them (Dunn & Schweitzer, 2005).
Although the effects were relatively small, together, our findings
suggest that trust and subjective well-being mutually reinforce each
other in a cyclical fashion. People who experience more trust also
experience better well-being, and experiencing better well-being
makes people more inclined to trust others.

Practical Implications

Our findings highlight the crucial role of trust for one’s well-being,
and the impact one’s well-being has on one’s ability to trust others.
We found that trust was associated with the subjective well-being of
people of all ages, but especially so for children, adolescents, and
older adults. Moreover, although the association was strongest for
interpersonal trust, it was rather comparable and still significant for
generalized and institutional trust as well, indicating the importance
of all three types of trust for one’s well-being.

The association between trust and well-being may also be
important in the context of social media. While providing many
opportunities for social connection, social media also have important
risks, including cyberbullying, aggression, and disinformation. The
abundant and sometimes false information that is shared may
spillover to real life, by making people, especially adolescents, feel
anxious and undermine trust, both in other people and in institutions
(Abi-Jaoude et al., 2020). In response to such threats, the European
Union and its member states have reinforced their efforts at
increasing awareness and media literacy and developed regulation
methods that help to build trust and cooperation (European
Commission, 2018, 2022).

However, it is not enough to simply advise individuals to increase
their trust levels, as trust is also dependent on characteristics of the
trustee (i.e., the person or institution in whom or in which the trust is

placed; Hancock et al., 2023). Or, as O’Neill (2018) highlighted,
trust is necessarily a target or subject and needs to be earned. Only
when that subject—be it an individual, an institution, or a process—
is genuinely trustworthy will trust yield beneficial outcomes.
Viewed in this light, our research underscores the collective duty of
various social actors to cultivate and maintain an atmosphere
marked by trustworthiness (cf. Balliet & Van Lange, 2013; Spadaro
et al.,, 2023). For instance, in family settings, trust can flourish
through open and honest dialogue. This can be achieved through
family interventions, especially those that emphasize daily inter-
actions (Buehler, 2020).

As another example, when looking at the school context:
Educational institutions have a role in equipping students with
the skills to discern and nurture reliable relationships, including
relationships among the students, but also between students and
teachers, and between students and their school as an institution
(Flanagan & Stout, 2010; Yeager et al., 2017). Similarly, the
responsibility rests on governments to provide both transparency
and fairness in policy creation and implementation. Essential
components of this approach would include a transparent judiciary
and an unbridled press.

Limitations and Future Directions

Despite having revealed important new insights, the present meta-
analysis also has several limitations. First, the number of effect sizes
for some moderation analyses was rather low. For instance, only
12% of the effect sizes were obtained from samples of children and
adolescents, which might have reduced the statistical power. Future
research should prioritize underrepresented subgroups, especially
those encompassing children and adolescents. Not only because
they are underrepresented in the literature at this moment, but also
because the association between trust and subjective well-being was
especially strong in this group, and because these developmental
phases represent an important formative period for the emergence
and development of trust (Abdelzadeh & Lundberg, 2017).

Second, our results indicated a potential publication bias
regarding the effect sizes representing the cross-sectional associa-
tion between trust and well-being. A related, potential limitation is
that we included peer-reviewed articles only. As papers with sig-
nificant findings may be overrepresented in published research, our
effect sizes may be slightly inflated. The inclusion of unpublished
studies and gray literature may partly overcome this problem but
may introduce additional biases and concerns about the reliability of
findings as they often lack the rigorous quality control of peer-
reviewed work (Ferguson & Brannick, 2012). More importantly, we
were able to extract effect sizes from several studies for which the
main focus was not on the association between trust and subjective
well-being (and, hence, have a lower risk of publication bias).
Relatedly, we could not include all relevant studies in our meta-
analysis because insufficient information was provided to calculate
an effect size. Two thirds of the relevant studies lacked crucial
information, and we contacted 375 authors to request the missing
information. Of these authors, 30% responded and 23% could
provide us with the relevant information. We were, therefore, able to
include several of these studies but still needed to exclude 268
studies because they lacked the information to calculate an effect
size. Therefore, we urge researchers to report on all results,
regardless of their level of significance, and to always report the
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descriptive statistics of and the correlations among their research
variables. This is not only crucial information to interpret the
findings of the research but also facilitates a cumulative science and
provides essential input for systematic reviews and meta-analyses.

Third, we only used English-language search strings during the
literature search, and we only included studies published in English
during the selection phase. This strategy may have introduced
language bias and geographical limitations, which is an important
issue to consider when interpreting and generalizing the current
findings (Johnson, 2021). However, despite our monolingual
strategy, the samples reported on in the studies we included are very
diverse, including 114 samples from Asia, 18 samples from Africa,
and 15 samples from South America. Approximately two thirds of
the samples (68%) were from Western countries, but they also
represent a wide range of regions, including both Western and
Eastern Europe, North America, and Oceania. Given this diversity
of the included studies, we remain confident in the generalizability
of our findings.

Fourth, the current research prevents us from drawing causal
conclusions. There is a striking lack of research that addresses issues
of causality, including confounding, mediation, and experimental
work. The evidence that is available suggests that demographic
characteristics do not play a major confounding role. In addition,
some studies examined whether social factors or personality
characteristics confound the association between trust and subjec-
tive well-being and did not consistently find this to be the case. Still,
examining confounding effects is not yet common practice in
the field and remains an important issue of consideration. In addition
to confounding, future research could further examine potential
mediators underlying the associations between different types of
trust and between different types of subjective well-being, and vice
versa (cf. Glatz & Schwerdtfeger, 2022). In addition, mechanisms
may be different at the country level and the individual level and
may interact across levels (Schwartz, 1994). More research using a
complementary approach that zooms in on individuals and their
proximal social contexts, such as relationships and communities,
and that zooms out to consider the influence of more distal pro-
cesses, such as the physical environment and cultural norms, on the
development of trust across the lifespan would be particularly
promising (Van de Vliert et al., 2023). Such research may allow
researchers to systematically identify mechanisms at different
levels and explore the influence of confounders and moderators
(cf. Kirkland et al., 2023). Should more longitudinal studies become
available in the future, with at least three waves of data in which the
different types of trust and indicators of well-being are assessed at
each wave, it would be very promising to conduct an Individual
Participant Data Meta-Analysis. In an Individual Participant Data
Meta-Analysis, raw data from each participant in each of the
included longitudinal studies are obtained and reanalyzed. Such a
study can be used to examine mediators but could also provide
opportunities to test for interactions, both across levels and between
the different moderators that were tested in this meta-analysis.

Last, there is a shortage of experimental work manipulating either
trust or subjective well-being. At the same time, the work that is
available focused on trust as measured with a trust game (i.e., a
behavioral measure of trust) and on momentary emotions (rather
than a more general or stable feeling of well-being). Hence, addi-
tional work is needed to examine how and where both fields of
research overlap and diverge.

Conclusion

This preregistered multilevel meta-analysis was the first to
provide a comprehensive overview of the association between
trust and subjective well-being across the lifespan, examining
the direction and strength of the association, as well as factors
explaining variations in the strength of the association. Using
longitudinal data from 19 reports, findings showed that trust
predicts subsequent well-being and that well-being predicts
subsequent trust, which, together, suggest that both mutually
reinforce each other over time. Furthermore, based on 991 effect
sizes, results indicated a positive cross-sectional association
between trust and subjective well-being across the lifespan.
Interpersonal trust showed the strongest association with sub-
jective well-being, followed by generalized trust, while institu-
tional trust exhibited the weakest association. Trust demonstrated
a stronger association with life satisfaction than with positive or
negative affect. The association between trust and subjective well-
being was found to be stronger among children, adolescents, and
older adults compared to young and middle-aged adults. The
association did not differ by gender or sample type. Additionally,
we found that the association between trust and subjective well-
being tended to be stronger in societies with higher national-level
generalized trust. Our findings have substantial implications,
informing not only policy formulation but also future interven-
tions on the well-being of individuals across the lifespan.
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