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Intro Voice: Welcome to TrustTalk. Today, our guest is Paul van Lange, he is Professor of Social Psychology 

at the VU University of Amsterdam. He reflects on the need for social contacts to seek out for other people 

and our tendency to sort out people we trust. The meaning of social mindfulness, his research on low cost 

and high cost cooperation shows the healing effect of kindness and being considerate. He talks about 

choices people have to either help or hurt somebody shaping interaction and trust. Why isn't we more 

easily share personal information with a taxi driver or a hairstylist rather than with close friends? A major 

threat to society is to only interact with the like minded and social bubbles magnified by algorithms. He 

reflects to his research into the importance of vitamin S or social contact. Your host today Severin de Wit. 

 

Interviewer: Welcome at TrustTalk. You are Professor of Psychology and Chair of the section of Social 

Psychology at The View University in Amsterdam and a distinguished research fellow at the University of 

Oxford. So let's kick off. When I made the introduction to the TrustTalk podcast last year, I mentioned a 

conference on trust with a variety of scholars present and the participants voted what should be the most 

important question to be addressed? Namely, "what is trust? In your research you have come across trust 

many times. So let's start with the most obvious question. How would you define trust? 

 

Paul van Lange: Yeah, that's a very basic question and a very important one. I see trust in terms of two 

things. First, accepting dependence that you are dependent on another person for your goals and for what 

you would like to achieve. And second, that you believe that within this situation of dependence or often 

interdependent, that you believe that the other person has good intentions, at least that the other person 

does not have bad intentions. That's very important. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah. One of your colleagues, Stanford professor and social psychologist and colleague 

Roderick Kramer said: "We are born to be engaged and to engage others, which is what trust is largely 

about". 

 

Paul van Lange: Yes, I think this is a very good phrase. This is a sort of everyday translation of the concept 

of interdependence. Basically, we are social animals. That means that we need each other for many 

different needs and goals that we have in everyday life. And this holds not only for your close partner, for 

example, or a close friend or colleague, but even holds for people on the street because people on the 

street also can help you, for example, in the moment when you need help, for example, when you have a 

flat tire or are you, well, in the old days, we hitch-hiked, for example, this is a very good example of that 

people connect with each other and can help each other, sometimes at a very low cost to themselves. 



 

Interviewer: Rod Kramer gives a lovely example of that engagement. And he says: "Within one hour of a 

child's birth, the baby will draw his head back to look into the eyes and face of the person gazing at her. 

But in a few more hours, the infant will orient her head in the direction of her mother's voice. And 

unbelievable as it may seem, it's only a matter of hours before the infant can actually mimic the mother's 

expressions. A baby's mother, in turn, responds and mimics her child's expression and emotions within 

seconds". To me, this sounds like the earliest beginning of trust. 

 

Paul van Lange: Yes. And to me as well, this is actually a perfect example of the natural tendency and skill 

that we have that we are equipped with trust so to speak and also with seeking out and responding to 

other people, which is very crucial for social life, because so we have the skill to interact with other people, 

but we also have the mindset to expect sort of positivity that the other person has positive intentions, et 

cetera. At the same time, with increasing age, for a baby is maybe different, but with increasing age, 

people often also have the skill, are also equipped to become distrustful of others because that's also part 

of life. You cannot trust anybody in your social life. There should be some changeability malleability in 

trust, meaning that trust is somewhat plastic at a certain moment people can discriminate between 

people that they do not trust and people that they do trust. And sometimes they base it on information 

that is not so reliable, not so valid. But oftentimes people actually have a good intuitive understanding of 

whether they can trust this other person or not, and that happens also through learning, through social 

learning, by simply by interacting with this other person. 

 

Interviewer: In one of your studies, you looked into the relations between trust and social mindfulness. 

What in general, where your findings? 

 

Paul van Lange: Yeah, what I find interesting about social mindfulness is that we started this program of 

research because we wanted to get at a low cost cooperation, as we call it. You have to realize that a lot 

of studies are about high cost cooperation, that you give money to each other person, that you give a lot 

of time to another person to help them, etc. But we saw that everyday life is actually also about kindness. 

It's about politeness, to some degree, being considerate. And this is captured by this research on social 

mindfulness. And what we have seen in this research is that, if people are twice in a row not socially 

mindful, so they are twice unkind in a row, then people start to question your trustworthiness. And that 

may undermine trust to some degree. But what I find interesting about this is that people with only one 

occasion where people said the wrong thing, pushed the wrong button, so to speak, that people will give, 

then people will give the other person the benefit of the doubt. But if people push the button, the wrong 

button, twice and say the bad thing twice or the slip of the tongue twice, then then people start to wonder. 

And this is to me quite interesting, because it shows that the it's quite important to be considerate and 



this is low cost cooperation, so you just have to do it and to think about it, so to speak, and that people 

quickly learn from it as well. And most of our social interactions are about is about kindness. It's not about, 

you know, that you help move a friend or colleague and spend two days to help move this person, for 

example, or to spend two days of your life with a difficult task. It's more that you smile to another person, 

that you show that you are willing to help for half an hour with some soft tasks for example, those are 

very important things in life. 

 

Interviewer: Where these findings on social mindfulness in any way unexpected? 

 

Paul van Lange: They were not completely unexpected, but to me, they make a very important point that 

people do give each other the benefit of the doubt, but at the same time, it has its limits. And so people 

are not foolish, so to speak, that at a certain moment, if a person is twice in a row somewhat unpleasant 

or unkind, then people know I should distance myself a little bit from this other person. And that's 

probably very functional for people to do so. 

 

Interviewer: So one on one interactions are important to trust? 

 

Paul van Lange: Yes, that's a that's something that I find really fascinating. And to me, to be honest, this 

is like a recent discovery that I thought that it's so important for people to interact with one other person 

because with one other person, you can quickly develop cooperation, mutual helpfulness. Because you 

have basically two choices, either to help one another or to hurt one another. And then there's no 

dilemma. People will help one another and they do so through reciprocity. If you help me, I will help you 

and vice versa. And this is very easy to develop friendship. The other thing that is also a second quality of 

one-on-one relationships is that there's a strong basis for empathy. And this is, to me, a very interesting 

and important insight. If you have people I've done this with big groups, actually. If they look at a picture 

with, let's say, 20 refugees and all those 20 refugees are in strong need of help and you can read it from 

their faces. What people actually do is they won't look at all the group, what they do is they implicitly 

select one of the faces and that will activate empathy. So to empathize with only one person and that's 

so empathy has a lot of is easily activated in the context of dyads, in the context of one-on- one 

relationships, in the context of two people only, and is less likely to be activated in the context of a group 

and even less likely in the context of intergroup relations. 

 

Paul van Lange: Now, a third quality of dyads, of interactions between two people, is that this is 

psychologically safe. And the important insight here is that in a context of a dyad, you cannot exclude 

another person because the other person would be lonely or alone himself. But in a group, there's always 

a risk that you are marginalized a little bit, that people don't listen to you so much that you get less space, 



or worse, that people sort of try to exclude you from the group. And those are psychologically very 

impactful experiences. And because for people, it's crucial to have the feeling that they are included. And 

psychologically that means that this situation is safe. And that's one important reason why interactions 

between two people are so safe. 

 

Interviewer: And so there is a tendency to trust people who resemble us. What is the psychology behind 

this? 

 

Paul van Lange: Yeah, that's a that's a very powerful phenomenon. I think it has to do with genetic 

similarity. So in the sense that people who are more similar are more likely to share genes with you, that's 

a very evolutionary based explanation. But beyond that, I also think that there's this tendency between 

people to look for people that are like-minded and those are more likely to form groups, for example, like-

minded in backgrounds like-minded in opinions, in preferences. And it makes sense from an evolutionary 

perspective to sort of prioritize the people who are like you and to cooperate with them rather than with 

people who are not like you. From a perspective of that, you want to protect the resources for your own 

group, this is also an evolutionary based argument. 

 

Paul van Lange: Beyond that, I would like to share that one of the major predictors of whether people 

start to like each other or not, is actually that they share some similarity. And this is often not so much 

similarity in terms of, for example, faces, but similarity in background, whether they are from they share 

some similarity in education, for example, knowledge, but also, for example, attitudes and opinions that 

if you have the most right wing live together with the most left wing person politically speaking, that will 

probably cause some issues, but also.  

 

Interviewer: is that what we currently call "bubbles? 

 

Paul van Lange: Yes. And so people seek out their bubbles. It's fascinating because at the present time, 

when we set aside algorithms at the moment, it's fascinating that people now with a push on the button 

of their computer, they can enter a new network of people that are not like you, but people don't do it, 

people with a push on the button they go to their own bubble, so to speak, and so this is such a strong 

phenomenon, whereas in the old days you have to enter a new café and, you know, there are many 

thresholds and obstacles on the way to go to this new café to meet people that are different from you. 

But now you can do it with a push on the button, but people don't do it. And if they  don't do themselves, 

the algorithm will do it for themselves. It's amazing, but it's a major threat to current society. 

 



Interviewer: So it seems that in many ways, trust is our default position. Right? We trust routinely, 

reflexively and somewhat mindlessly across a broad range of social situations. As clinical psychologist 

Doris Brothers succinctly put it, "trust rarely occupies the foreground of conscious awareness. We are no 

more likely to ask ourselves how trusting we are at any given moment than to inquire if gravity is still 

keeping the planet in orbit". So if trust is there to start, what are the factors that result in distrust? 

 

Paul van Lange: Yeah, I completely agree with the idea that basic trust is the default and you don't have 

to think about it. And that's actually very functional, because if the default was distrust, people would 

have to think about it. They would have to look over one's shoulder all the time, they would have to be 

vigilant all the time of the bad people around them. But since the default is an healthy doses of trust, 

people will take that for granted and that makes life possible. That makes social life possible. If I were 

starting to drive to another city in The Netherlands, for example, and I do not have a trust, a basic level of 

trust, in the drivers' ability or intentions on the street, then I would have a hard time driving my car. I 

would be constantly vigilant and this would be very, very tiring. So a healthy doses of trust is very 

important for social life, that you that life is fluent, that you that you don't have to worry too much about 

the risks and that you can have a better look at the opportunities that social life give. 

 

Interviewer: In an upcoming publication, which your colleague, Simon Columbus of the University of 

Copenhagen, you research a very topical question, now we are limited in our social contacts, due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, namely, what is the role of vitamin S, as you call it? 

 

Paul van Lange: Yes, vitamin E stands for social contact. And I think the name is well chosen because it is 

something that we badly need for our own health. But you can also have too much of it such that if you 

have, you know, in all your life is only social contact, many people, except for some really extroverted 

people perhaps, but many people will at a certain moment say now I would like to have - in Dutch - "a 

moment for myself".  

 

Paul van Lange: And that's interesting, but at the same time, nowadays, we do have a chronic lack of 

social contact. So we do have a lack of vitamin S, and that's important. And I claim, and this is also the 

major goal of that paper, is to outline how important it is to connect not only with people that you see at 

home or perhaps at work or on ZOOM, but also to connect to people on the street when you do some 

grocery shopping, for example, to just have a brief connection, a brief exchange with a cashier, for 

example, or with another customer at a shop, for example, or another person on the street. That actually 

has proven to be very functional. And there are some really nice studies showing that if you instruct people 

to start a brief conversation with the person on the street, for example, with the person serving you in a 

restaurant, a person who is waiting for the same bus as you are, that brief conversation or even a smile 



will give you a short term feeling of happiness. And that's by itself interesting. But it is also interesting that 

the person who was connected to that was approached by you, also feels a moment of happiness. And 

this is really nice. And what the same type of research has shown is actually that people underestimate 

the positive consequences of brief conversations. So and this is especially true for younger people, which 

is also interesting. So one Take-Home message for, for example, young adults think of students at the 

university and education and make their living in a new city. Why not interact with some strangers, make 

brief conversations, reach out to your neighbour a little bit. There's not much to lose. You just have to 

overcome a barrier to do it. And then the consequences will be positive rather than negative in general. 

 

Interviewer: Very interesting. If psychologists say everyday trust is linked to self disclosure and to 

cooperation, particularly in situations of high conflict between interaction partners' interests, what does 

that mean in layman's terms? 

 

Paul van Lange: Yeah, I find actually the issue of self disclosure quite interesting because of self disclosure 

is quite risky. If you, for example, self disclose your deepest secrets to some friends, before you know, it 

may be communicated to other friends of yours, the same social network. And so people are even with 

friends, they are somewhat cautious in sharing their deepest secrets. And that makes a lot of sense. But 

when you share the same secret, for example, with the taxi driver, that would be OK because the taxi 

driver is unlikely to be part of your social network so there the risks are lower. And this is actually 

sometimes what you see also in everyday life, that people do share some level of secrecy with a taxi driver, 

but sometimes also with a barber. I recently gave an interview to a Dutch newspaper about this. And it is 

true that if people do not have the opportunity to go to the barber during COVID-19 or to have their nails 

done, so to speak, not so much from men but for women, I think, but then what you see is that those 

people, barbers and the people who take care of your nails, they serve the important function of listening 

to you and to have some nice exchange. And this is also apparently what people miss doing COVID-19. 

 

Interviewer: If we see trust like we did at the beginning of this interview as the ability to be engaged and 

to engage others, what are the impediments to maintain trust? 

 

Paul van Lange: Yeah, serious threats to your basic level of trust are, of course, norm violations. And by 

norm violations, I mean that people do something betrayal, for example, that has very negative 

consequences for you and perhaps slightly positive consequences for another person. So, for example, in 

your close relationships, that can be betrayal among friends. That can be serious norm violations, like, for 

example, sharing a very important secret with somebody else and for example, also with strangers, that 

can be very important norm violations that the challenge your basic level of trust and if I may share my 

own experience, that happened like maybe 15 years ago, that which was interesting, my car was stolen. 



And because my basic level of trust was so high that I was wandering around the street for one hour 

because I couldn't believe it, that my car was stolen. But it was. And what was interesting were two things. 

First, in my network of friends, they all asked the same question, was the car stolen in front of your door? 

And I said, yes, it was actually- I live in downtown Amsterdam - it was stolen basically in front of my door, 

maybe 10 meters away from my front door or maybe 20, but in my neighbourhood at least. And that's 

interesting, people make an immediate connection with trust with your own neighbourhood. But that's 

sort of an irrational thought, because why would my neighbourhood be more trustworthy than other 

neighbourhoods? There's no reason to believe that. But the most important thing that happened to me 

was that it took me at least half a year to sort of to cope with this level of distrust that I developed through 

this single experience. 

 

Paul van Lange: Because I looked at my car, my new car that I bought, I bought a new lock. But also every 

time when I went to my car, I thought that that was a reasonable chance that the car would be stolen. So 

I was too distrustful, so to speak, in this domain of theft and especially theft of cars. And this took at least 

half a year, but maybe even longer. So one experience can really be quite upsetting and that people are 

too distrustful, at least in one domain. Fortunately, I didn't generalize to other domains that I became 

distrustful of friends and that they came distrustful of other things. So in that sense, it it was nice and it 

was OK. But over time you recover and it shows actually did this personal story sort of shows that people 

have evolved basically to gain trust again and to reach an optimal level of trust. 

 

Interviewer: So a breach of trust in your personal circumstances can have rather deep effects for the rest 

of your life maybe even? 

 

Paul van Lange: Yes, I think that if people have, for example, twice or once or twice or even more often 

have had a very bad experience with a romantic partner, for example, or a bad experience with one of the 

parents or a bad experience with a boss at work, those can be very detrimental to your level of trust, but 

also to your level of well-being, basically, because well-being and trust are closely interconnected and it's 

well-being is also like a default. People assume that they that their well-being should be good. Like, that 

it's like trust in that sense. And you only notice it when your well-being is a little bit challenged by a 

negative experience, for example, or by some other factor. And it's the same with trust. They are very well 

interconnected. But generally speaking, it does not hold for, there are always exceptions, but generally 

speaking, people go to an optimal level of trust, as well as a quite an optimal level of well-being. And if 

they lack a well-being, they need to work on some goal in life, often. That's what I think. There's not so 

much scientific evidence, I think, for this latter claim. But I think this is really important. I think that some 

signs of burnout, for example, may be seen as an instruction: I have to do something. I have to reorient 



my life. I have to rethink about some goals. Perhaps this was a dead end after all. And that can be 

ultimately very important and functional for people to get on the right track again. 

 

Interviewer: So Paul, thank you very much for sharing your insights and shows how important trust is in 

each of our lives. And I wish you good luck with your research at the university and thank you very much 

for being our guest today. 

 

Paul van Lange: Well, thank you very much for this interview. 

 

Intro Voice: We hope you enjoyed this episode of TrustTalk. We would be very grateful if you leave us a 

review on Apple Podcasts or on Stitcher. Don't miss out on future travels around trust and subscribe to 

this channel or visit us on our website, trusttalk.co or on Twitter, @TrustTalkCO. We look forward to 

seeing you again. 
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