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Trust in personal relationships 

Emma Duncan 

 

In a widely quoted passage, Sissela Bok observes that “Whatever matters to human 

beings, trust is the atmosphere in which it thrives” (original emphasis) (Bok 2011:69). Although 

Bok was discussing the foundational importance of truth-telling in social relations, her insight is 

especially resonant when we consider trust’s roles in personal relationships. Much of what 

matters most to us is bound up with our personal relationships, especially close ones. And, as I 

aim to illuminate in this chapter, trust is not merely a medium in which these relationships thrive, 

it is also a means. That is, trust is not just an essential background condition for the development 

of intimacy and other relationship goods, it is also an active mechanism, imbuing our interactions 

with the kind of meaning that can build and strengthen relationship bonds. 

I begin the chapter by discussing what trust is and what central accounts of trust suggest 

we seek from those whom we trust. Next, I explore the roles trust is thought to play in personal 

relationships, namely, facilitating closeness and helping us cope with the vulnerabilities that arise 

from being in such relationships. In the final section, I suggest that, especially in close 

relationships, what trusters sometimes expect is that the trustee will be responsive to the truster 

in particular, rather than only to the trustee’s own interests, commitments, and so forth. This 

expectation, I argue, both helps explain how trust plays distinctive roles in building intimacy and 

promoting closeness in personal relationships, and illuminates the connection between 

disappointed trust and its characteristic response, affective betrayal. 
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I. What is trust? 

Interpersonal trust, the kind centrally at issue in personal relationships, is often 

characterized in terms of a willingness to make oneself vulnerable to another in a particular 

way.1 On a common conception of trust, to trust someone to φ is to rely on them to φ, where the 

truster attributes to the trustee both the competence to φ and some potentially motivating 

psychological orientation.2 Of course, we typically make ourselves vulnerable to others when we 

rely on them, and we sometimes do so out of necessity. The same can sometimes be said of trust. 

But it is often up to us whether to trust another or to merely rely on them. For example, I may 

need to rely on a stranger from a pet-sitting service to watch my dogs while I’m away for a 

conference, but I needn’t trust him to do so. I may, for instance, set up cameras to monitor his 

performance. Even though I deem the sitter competent to look after my dogs, I may have doubts 

about his psychological orientation that make me reluctant to trust him. Although there is much 

disagreement about the exact nature of trust and its relevant psychological orientation, there are 

two key characteristics of trust that are broadly supported: trust is generally distinguished from 

 
1 This is a particularly common description in the psychological literature on trust (Balliet & Van 
Lange, 2013). Relatedly, Annette Baier characterizes trust as accepted vulnerability, and 
philosophers often follow her lead (see, for example, Jones 2004). As will become clear in what 
follows, in describing trust as a "willingness to make oneself vulnerable," I do not mean to imply 
that trust is always or wholly voluntary. 
2 See, for example, Baier (1986), Faulkner (2017), Goldberg (2020), and Wonderly (forthcoming, 
this volume). Jones (2012: 65) emphasizes “counting on” which involves an additional 
reflectiveness about our dependency not entailed by mere reliance. On some views, the trust-
relevant orientation ascribed to the trustee needn’t be what motivates the trustee in a particular 
instance so long as they act in accord with the ascribed psychological orientation (see, for 
example, Hawley (2014: 16)). On Russell Hardin’s view, what matters is not why the trustee is 
motivated, simply that they are (Hardin 2002: 28).  
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mere reliance, and, in trusting, we open ourselves to feeling betrayal, a reactive attitude 

distinctive of disappointed or violated trust.3  

Trust often involves, though is generally understood to be distinct from, mere reliance. 

But what exactly distinguishes the two is highly contested. It cannot merely be vulnerability to 

whether the trustee does what she is trusted to do, since we can be vulnerable in the same way 

when we merely rely. Many theorists point to the distinctly normative character of trust, which is 

often linked to the psychological orientation the truster ascribes to the trustee.4 For example, 

although I may rely on my alarm clock to wake me in the morning because it has always 

functioned well in the past, I do not think that it should wake me up (in the sense associated with 

trust). But if I trust my romantic partner to wake me in the morning in time for an important 

meeting, I do think she should, and for some reason having to do with the psychological 

orientation I ascribe to her when I trust her.5 If she accidentally wakes me by dropping her bag 

down the stairs and causing a ruckus as she tries to sneak out, it is doubtful that she has fulfilled 

my trust. In fact, despite her waking me as I trusted her to, she may have nevertheless 

disappointed my trust, becoming an apt target of my attitude of betrayal.6  

 
3 For characterization of betrayal as an attitude see Holton (1994: 66), Faulkner (2007), and 
Darwall (2017), and Wonderly (forthcoming).  
4 See, for example, Baier (1986), Holton (1994), McLeod (2000), Cogley (2012), Jones (2012), 
McGeer & Pettit (2017), Duncan (2022).  
5 While trusting my partner does not in itself entail that she should do as trusted, under certain 
conditions, such as my partner having explicitly or implicitly accepted my trust (see the bond of 
trust in section II), my trust does generate a normative expectation (even if not an obligation) that 
she wake me. 
6 Not all breaches of trust involve a feeling of betrayal. One might, for instance, consider the 
practical consequences of a particular breach of trust too insignificant to merit such a feeling. 
However, the feeling of betrayal tracks a particular kind of significance, namely how one matters 
to the trustee from whom one expects some degree of personal concern (see Wonderly, this 
volume). Thus, we can make sense of a feeling of betrayal even in cases where the practical 
stakes seem relatively minor. Thanks to Monika Betzler for prompting me to clarify this point. 
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When we rely on another, we open ourselves up to experiencing certain negative reactive 

attitudes such as disappointment or even moral resentment if they fail to come through. But trust 

is widely understood to also involve the risk of, or an openness to, betrayal.7 I may, for example, 

feel (moral) resentment toward a medical professional who negligently administers a medication 

to which I have reported a serious allergy, yet feel both resentment and betrayal if my longtime 

personal care physician does the same.8 Here, the relevant sense of betrayal does not simply refer 

to an act of betrayal, but to what has been characterized as a reactive attitude or, more 

specifically, a complex affective suite called “affective betrayal.”9 Although affective betrayal 

may track acts of betrayal or obligation violations, some argue that it need not.10 As Monique 

Wonderly explains in this volume, “Affective betrayal isn’t necessarily a response to a 

wrongdoing, but it is an adversarial response to a move that challenges one’s conception of how 

one stands in relation to another from whom one typically expects some degree of personal 

concern” (forthcoming: 21). Although we may not experience affective betrayal in response to 

all breaches of trust, the openness to feeling affective betrayal is generally taken to be 

characteristic of a trusting orientation. But in virtue of what does trusting make us vulnerable to 

betrayal?  

A plausible explanation is that it has to do, in part, with the nature of the psychological 

orientation we attribute to those whom we trust. Trust theorists have offered many different 

 
7 See, for example, (Baier (1986); Holton (1994); Jones (2004); Hieronymi (2008); McGeer 
(2008); O’Neil (2012); Hawley (2014); Hinchman (2017); Kirton (2020), Duncan (2022), and 
Wonderly (forthcoming). For opposition to the constitutive link between trust and betrayal see 
Hardin (2002) and Nickel (2007). 
8 See Duncan (2022: 152). 
9 For a dedicated philosophical analysis of the species of affective betrayal commonly associated 
with trust see Wonderly (forthcoming, this volume). 
10 See, for example, Hinchman (2017); Kirton (2020); Duncan (2022), Wonderly (forthcoming). 
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accounts of this orientation. I will focus on three (somewhat overlapping) categories that have 

particular significance for our discussion of trust in personal relationships: commitment views, 

self-interest views, and what have been called directed-concern views.  

Proponents of commitment-style views hold that the relevant psychological orientation 

we ascribe to those we trust involves a commitment.11 Carolyn McLeod, for example, argues that 

what we expect from those we trust is the moral integrity to act on what they take themselves to 

have most moral reason to do, in light of their commitments (2000: 468). As such, “The response 

of betrayal is a negative moral assessment we make of people’s behavior when they fail to honor 

commitments that we had trusted them to meet” (2002: 474).12 Matthew Bennett (2021), on the 

other hand, construes the commitment not in moral terms but as a kind of psychological 

attachment one may have to a variety of possible objects, such as people, actions, goals, values, 

and so forth (2021: 528). Bennett suggests that the connection between the trustee’s commitment 

and her reasons for acting has special significance, especially in personal relationships. For 

example, generally when I trust a friend to attend my birthday party, I expect them to do so from 

the feelings that are constitutive of the friendship they are committed to rather than, say, a sense 

of duty or charity (2021: 527).13  

 
11 See, for example, McLeod (2000, 2002), Hawley (2014), Bennett (2021). Like Collin O’Neil’s 
description of the readiness of trusters to feel betrayal (2012: 310-311), Amy Mullin’s (2025) 
characterization of trust is compatible with both commitment and directed concern-based 
accounts. Notably, McLeod’s view includes both commitment and a form of directed concern 
called “specific concern” (2000: 466).   
12 For a non-moralized commitment view see Hawley (2014), who argues that the relevant 
commitment needn’t be moral, nor does the trustee’s motivation. 
13 As Sarah Stroud notes, such an expectation needn’t be absolute or exceptionless. A friend may 
act out of duty without disqualifying themself from the friendship, though it is important that 
they possess a general disposition to do, feel, or believe things characteristic of a friend (2006: 
502). 
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Notice, though, that on these accounts, it may not always be clear why affective betrayal 

rather than, say, moral resentment, disapproval, or simply disappointment, is an appropriate 

response to disappointed trust. If, for example, I trust my brother to watch my dogs, attributing to 

him a commitment to promoting animal welfare, but he neglects them to spend time with his 

friends, his failure to honor his commitment to animal welfare (even a psychological one) should 

challenge my conception of how animals matter to him, not how I do. If his commitment were 

instead to me – perhaps he is attached or committed to me as his favorite sister – we can more 

easily make sense of my response of affective betrayal, since it his commitment or attachment to 

me is what is thrown into question when he disappoints my trust.14 

Recognizing that our commitments are not always sufficiently motivating has led others 

to suggest that the psychological orientation relevant to trust is best construed as one of self-

interest (Hardin, 2002). This could be as straightforward as having an interest in being judged 

trustworthy by others (Pettit, 1995). Or it could be that we have an interest in maintaining our 

relationship with the truster and so have an interest in being responsive to and fulfilling their 

expectations when they trust us to do so (Hardin, 2002: 13). Hardin’s view allows for a mix of 

internal incentives (e.g. desire fulfilment) and external incentives (e.g. avoiding criticism or 

sanction) to motivate the trusted to fulfill the truster’s expectations.15  

One criticism of the preceding views is that they may not sufficiently reflect the personal 

character of trust, given that a trustee can conceivably fulfill another’s trust without necessarily 

 
14 If my affective betrayal were merely tracking a negative moral assessment of my brother’s 
integrity or an imprudent disregard for his own internal reasons, the difficulty in making sense of 
affective betrayal would re-emerge, since what is challenged is not how I matter to him but his 
prudence or integrity.  
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attending to the truster’s interests.16 For instance, if I trust my romantic partner to advise me 

about a conflict at work, I may be dismayed to learn that she did so only because she has a 

special affinity for my coworker or wishes to avoid my ire. Arguably, what I expect from my 

partner in this case is for her to evince a type of concern for me.  

This expectation is captured in the final category of trust accounts, which are 

characterized by their involving an expectation (or optimism) that the trustee will respond with 

directed concern toward the truster.17 Annette Baier, for example, construes trust as involving 

reliance on the trustee’s goodwill toward the truster “as distinct from their dependable habits, 

or… on motives not directed on one at all” (1986: 234). Karen Jones (in her later work 

characterizes trust as involving an expectation that the trustee will be directly and favorably 

moved by the fact that the truster is counting on them (Jones 1996, 2019). On Jones’s account, 

what matters is not the nature of the trustee’s motivations but the fact that she gives significant 

weight to the fact that the truster is counting on her (1996: 8). Thus, when I trust my partner to 

advise me on my workplace conflict, I expect her to do so out of goodwill toward me or 

responsiveness to my dependence in particular. 

In my own care-based view of trust, I suggest that what trusters seek is not merely 

goodwill or responsiveness to the truster’s dependency, but an orientation of care by which the 

trustee makes a particular domain of the truster’s interests a special locus of her attention 

(Duncan, 2022: 161). That is, when we trust, we invite the trustee to devote special attention to 

our interests, for our own sake. This orientation of care is thicker and sometimes more 

 
16 See, for example, McLeod (2020: 8-9).  
17 See Wonderly (forthcoming) for this helpful characterization. This category includes views 
that involve expectations or optimism about the trustee’s goodwill toward the truster (Baier, 
1986; Jones, 1996; Cogley, 2012; and O’Neil, 2012); direct responsiveness to the fact that the 
truster is depending on the trustee (Jones 2012, 2017); and an orientation of care (Duncan, 2022). 
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demanding than the goodwill and responsiveness in Baier’s and Jones’ views (2022: 161-2).18 

Care in this sense involves a suite of psychological states and dispositions which include patterns 

of emotion, judgment, and attention (2022: 161). For example, when I trust my partner to advise 

me on my workplace conflict, I expect her to attend to details of the matter that are salient given 

my needs and interests, to offer advice that she judges will best serve me, and to be emotionally 

vulnerable to how my interests fare in the matter (2022: 163). On this view, the orientation of 

care we seek from trustees is rooted in many of the same inclinations and dispositions that 

characterize intimate relationships, though is not limited to those relationships (2022: 163-4).19  

Thus far we have seen that trust is often associated with a type of vulnerability that 

distinguishes it from mere reliance, owing in part to the trustee’s (normatively expected) 

motivational attitudes and the distinctive reactive attitude of betrayal to which the truster is 

susceptible when the trustee fails to act on them. In other words, when we trust someone to 

perform some act, we trust them to do so perhaps because they are committed to doing so, it is in 

their self-interest to do so, or they are concerned about our interests. And when the trustee fails to 

act as normatively expected, we tend to experience affective betrayal. 

II. Trust in personal relationships 

Now that we have examined central features of trust and have in hand several accounts of 

what trust is, we are in a good place to consider trust’s roles in personal relationships. I will start 

 
18 It is worth noting that a dimension of McLeod’s view overlaps with the directed concern 
category as it also includes trust that involves what she calls ‘specific concern’ (2002: 466). An 
expectation involves special concern when we trust another to be concerned with promoting our 
interests in ways they would not be for just anyone (2002: 466). Although they differ in some 
respects, the notion of care involved in my account of trust is perhaps more similar to specific 
concern than goodwill. 
19 On my account, trust between strangers or in peripheral relationships is possible and involves a 
more penumbral form of care than the care found in close personal relationships.   
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with a brief description of what I mean to pick out by “personal relationships” in this paper, 

before turning to the valuable functions that trust serves in such relationships. In examining the 

roles that trust plays in personal relationships, I will focus much of the discussion on close 

personal relationships.20  

Personal relationships have been distinguished from impersonal relationships, which are 

generally role-based or transactional and involve fungible participants (LaFollette 1996:4). By 

contrast, in personal relationships, participants relate to each other as individuals who cannot be 

exchanged (LaFollette 1996:4). For instance, the relationship between a customer and a barista is 

often impersonal, even if the customer prefers a particular barista who “knows just how I like my 

coffee.” Any sufficiently competent barista can occupy the role and make the customer’s 

morning coffee. But it is not the case that any sufficiently competent person can serve as her 

friend for the morning.  

Among our close personal relationships, we typically count friends, romantic partners, 

and family members. Although the closeness of personal relationships is not dictated by 

relationship-type – for instance, one may be estranged from a family member or especially close 

with a neighbor or colleague – it is marked by certain elements not present in impersonal 

relationships. Psychologists have characterized this closeness as involving high interdependence 

between partners, intimacy, emotional connection, mutual influence, and responsiveness to each 

other’s needs.21 

 
20 My intention here is not to exclude more peripheral personal relationships but to highlight 
certain unique features of trust that become most apparent in close relationships and in the 
evolution of more peripheral personal relationships into closer ones. 
21 See Clark and Reis (2013) for a discussion of responsiveness; Kelley et al (1983) on mutual 
influence and emotional interdependence in relationships; Reis and Shaver (1988) on 
responsiveness and intimacy; and Finkel, Simplson, and Eastwick (2017) for a synthesis of the 
literature on relationship closeness. Note that although intimacy often involves emotional 
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 Trust is a central element of close personal relationships. It serves as a medium or 

background condition that helps us cope with the limitations of our own agency and the 

vulnerabilities stemming from participation in close personal relationships. But trust is also a 

mechanism that actively promotes certain relationship goods, such as intimacy, support, and 

need-fulfillment and is a means by which relationship bonds are established and strengthened. 

 Shortly, I will provide a richer articulation and analysis of these functions, but first, it will 

be useful to consider an illustrative vignette.  

Tom and Agnes 

Working one morning from a local café, Tom, needing to step out quickly to take a call, asks 

if nearby patron, Agnes, can watch his laptop. They’d only exchanged a cordial glance so far 

that morning, but Agnes smiles and nods, and Tom steps outside, trusting Agnes to watch his 

laptop. Upon his return Agnes explains that the laptop was bumped by a passerby, and she 

had to adjust it to keep it from falling, for which Tom is grateful. They talk for several 

minutes before Agnes leaves to catch her train. The following week, Agnes and Tom meet 

again at the café. Tom, who works in IT, offers to fix a glitch on Agnes’ phone and she trusts 

him with her phone. He resolves the problem and gives her a few additional tips. They begin 

to regularly meet at the café and have long chats. They confide in one another about their 

hopes, fears, and insecurities. Agnes confesses her “silly” childhood dream of starting a band 

despite not playing any instrument, and Tom later surprises her with a second-hand 

beginner’s drum kit. Tom confides to Agnes that he struggles with imposter syndrome at 

work and finds that Agnes will subtly reassure him about his skills and worth. Agnes, who 

 
connection, the two are not identical. One can, for example, be emotionally connected to a 
celebrity with whom one is not intimate, or be intellectually intimate but not emotionally 
connected with one’s sibling.  
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now often meets Tom at her home, trusts him to do certain things that he doesn’t do for just 

anyone, like provide acceptance and support or give her rides to work when her car breaks 

down. Tom also trusts Agnes to provide support, to save him at awkward dinner parties, and 

to help him cope with a parent’s illness. As they trust each other to do more and more, they 

also grow closer. Fast forward several years and Tom and Agnes have fallen in love and are 

married. Together they’ve experienced the birth of two children, the death of a parent, a 

failed garage band, and two job changes. Where Agnes used to say, “I trust Tom to φ” she 

now says, “I trust Tom.” Tom says the same of Agnes.  

This case is meant to draw attention to a couple of important considerations. First, notice 

that it involves two forms of trust. Thus far in the chapter, trust has been characterized as a three-

place relation (A trusts B to φ). But, as the story illustrates, trust may also take the form of a two-

place relation where A trusts B, full stop.22 Although instances of three-place trust are perhaps 

most familiar to us, as we often trust others to do particular things, two-place trust can be 

especially important to close personal relationships. Moreover, as Tom and Agnes’s story 

suggests, frequent and dependable fulfillment of another’s three-place trust can lead to the 

development of two-place trust.  

Second, we can distinguish an attitude of trust, which one can have toward another, from 

a bond of trust between relationship partners.23 Thus far, our discussion has focused on the 

truster’s attitude of trust toward the trustee. As we saw in the case of Tom and Agnes, an attitude 

 
22 See, for example, Horsburgh (1960); Baier (1986); Holton (1994); Jones (1996); Faulkner 
(2007); Hieronymi (2008); Hawley (2014). See Domenicucci, Jacopo, and Holton (2017) for a 
defense of two-place trust as a more fundamental relation than three-place trust. 
23 Although the notion of trust as a bond is less commonly discussed than the attitude of trust, it 
is explicitly invoked by Annis (1987), Thomas (1987), Helm (2010), and (Duncan 2022). Thanks 
to Sarah Stroud for encouraging me to further expand on the notion of a bond of trust. 
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of trust can encourage the truster to accept vulnerability in relationships, even when they are 

relatively new. It can promote the kinds of personal self-disclosures that help build intimacy and 

give relationship partners opportunities to behave in ways that signal how much they value each 

other’s interests and the relationship more broadly (Finkel, Simpson, and Eastwick, 2017).24 A 

bond of trust, however, is something deeper – neither reducible to a series of instances of 

fulfilled three-place trust, nor identical to two-place trust. We can think of a bond of trust as a 

kind of mutually accepted and reciprocated trust which is partly constitutive of the relationship 

between the parties.25  

I will (tentatively) suggest three key marks of a bond of trust that can help distinguish it 

from other forms of trust, including thinner instances of two-place trust. First, the domains of 

interaction which suffice for three-place and two-place trust can be much narrower than what a 

bond of trust requires. For example, when Tom trusted Agnes to watch his laptop in the café, his 

trust was limited to that particular domain of interaction. Even if Tom and Agnes were to trust 

each other, full stop, as fellow café patrons, their reciprocated two-place trust would not yet 

constitute a bond of trust. Typically, in bonds of trust, the range of things which the parties can 

trust one another to do and the domains of interaction in which they can trust are much broader.  

Second, a bond of trust involves an implicit permission to trust. Whereas one might think 

Tom’s trust in Agnes to watch his laptop at the café is appropriate only when Agens accepts his 

request, when a bond of trust is present, parties may trust each other without specific acceptance. 

 
24 For a discussion of self-disclosure and intimacy see Yao (forthcoming, this volume).  
25 See, for example, Duncan (2024). There is some support for construing the bond of trust in this 
way. Although they do not specifically reference a ‘bond of trust,’ Niker and Sullivan (2018) 
suggest that trust in close personal relationships is best understood as a property of the 
relationship rather than as an attitude one party has toward another (174). While I am reluctant to 
presume that we are referring to the same phenomenon, we do seem to agree about the 
irreducibility of this kind of trust as well as its role in the ecology of close relationships. 
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This implicit permission generates an expectation that the bonded parties anticipate instances (or 

domains of interaction) in which the other may trust them and either decline in advance (with 

good reason), or consider themselves on the hook, as it were. For example, I needn’t explicitly 

secure my partner’s acceptance of my trust to wake me each morning as she always has, and I 

may reasonably feel a sense of betrayal if one day she tries to sneak away without doing so.26 

Finally, when a bond of trust is present, individual instances of trust tend to reflect a thick 

orientation of care or regard characteristic of a particular kind of relationship.27 That is, in 

trusting, the truster tends to call on the kind of care or regard characteristic of their relationship 

with the trustee, and the trustee tends to express that care or regard in the fulfillment of the 

truster’s expectations. For example, in their earlier interactions, when Tom first confided in 

Agnes about his imposter syndrome, he may have expected or hoped for little more than polite 

understanding and compassion. But later in their relationship, when they develop a bond of trust, 

he may expect, and she may aim to express, the kind of care characteristic of their now close 

friendship. Thus, Tom’s trust, once the bond is established, calls on Agnes to perhaps not only 

offer subtle reassurances but also the particular kinds of responses and advice that are most 

helpful to Tom, whatever they may be. By the end, it is not merely that Tom trusts Agnes and 

Agnes trusts Tom, but their trust toward and in one another creates a bond that facilitates and 

partly constitutes first their friendship and then their romantic partnership, a bond cemented by 

mutual care.  

 
26 Of course, there are exceptions, and as Hawley notes, we do not wish all things in a 
relationship, even things our partners can regularly rely on us to do, to be matters of trust (2014: 
7). There is likely no brightline to be had here, as is the case with much of the implicit 
communication and expectation characteristic of close relationships. 
27 Laurence Thomas, for example, describes the bond of trust as “a sign of the very special regard 
which each has for one another” (1987, 217). 
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With this understanding in mind, we can now explore how both the attitude and bond of 

trust can help us cope with the vulnerabilities that arise from our participation in close personal 

relationships. Let us consider some of the sources of these vulnerabilities. First, the 

interdependence characteristic of close personal relationships involves, among other things, an 

intertwining of interests and a mutual dependence for need satisfaction. The relationship itself 

can constitute a joint project in which partners invest, and each partner’s decisions affect the 

interests of the other. Moreover, we rely on our relationship partners to fulfill a variety of 

practical and psychological needs, including the need for emotional attachment, belonging, to 

feel loved and appreciated, and to care for others.28 This makes us vulnerable not only to the 

success of our partner’s efforts to meet those needs but also to whether they choose to make the 

attempt and exercise care in doing so. When Tom and Agnes became friends, they became more 

invested in promoting one another's interests, more reliant on each other for emotional support, 

and more susceptible to disappointment or encouragement depending on how the other responds. 

If, for example, Agnes was indifferent to news of Tom's parent’s illness, he would be especially 

disheartened. 

Second, the emotional ties characteristic of close relationships can also be a source of 

vulnerability. In addition to relying on partners to meet our emotional needs, including exhibiting 

care and responsiveness characteristic of the relationship, valuing or caring about one’s partner 

also makes us emotionally vulnerable to how they fare.29 We might imagine, for example, Agnes 

worrying when she notices Tom struggling socially at dinner parties, and Tom feeling saddened 

when Agnes’s garage band fails. 

 
28 See, for example, Guerrero, Anderson, and Affifi (2017); Wonderly (2016). 
29 See, for example, Jaworska (2007), Seidman (2016), Tsai (2016), Duncan (2024). 
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Third, intimacy requires and generates vulnerability. Intimacy requires openness and self-

disclosure.30 When we share our beliefs, values, fears, needs, and desires with others, we risk, 

among other things, indifference or rejection. Such disclosures create vulnerability not merely 

because we wish certain details to remain confidential, but because we hope for appropriate 

responsiveness from the recipient.31 The responsiveness we hope for and expect from close 

relationship partners has been characterized as involving understanding, validation, and caring 

(Reis and Patrick, 1996). For example, when Tom confided in Agnes his recurring imposter 

syndrome, he risked not only harsh judgment and ridicule, but rejection by a friend. Agnes’s 

caring response affirmed Tom's worth and helped strengthen their friendship. 

Finally, people in close personal relationships have many opportunities to mutually 

influence one another, often seeking advice and exerting influence on each other’s perspectives 

and plans.32 This can occur explicitly, as when Tom advises Agnes about which job to pursue or 

Agnes attempts to nudge her father toward healthier food choices. It can also occur somewhat 

implicitly. For example, we tend to place a great deal of value on the perceptions and opinions of 

those with whom we stand in close relationships compared to others. In such cases, both 

approval and disapproval can shape our self-evaluation and affect what we take to be valuable 

ends, good reasons for action, and more.33 In friendships especially, we open ourselves to being 

 
30 See, for example, Reis and Shaver (1988); Vangelisti and Perlman (2006), Yao (forthcoming, 
this volume). 
31 Note that this vulnerability can outlast a particular relationship, and so might some of our 
duties regarding self-disclosures. For example, Monika Betzler (2025) argues that information 
shared in close relationships, e.g. in the domain of sexual intimacy, can generate special duties to 
maintain confidentiality even after the relationship is officially dissolved.  
32 See, for example, Berscheid et al. (1989); Parks & Floyd (1996). 
33 See, for example, Duncan (2024: 451). 
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shaped by the interpretations and interests of our friends.34 Agnes, perhaps once a proud 

technology curmudgeon, might develop an interest in computer repair and feel emboldened by 

Tom's encouragement. And Tom's confidence in his own abilities and overall self-esteem might 

become stronger and more resilient because of Agnes's positive reinforcement. 

Trust may help us cope with these vulnerabilities in a few ways. First, trust can support a 

belief in the trustee even when the evidence does not.35 In Tom and Agnes’s case, for example, 

they each initially have little evidence that would support a belief in the other’s reliability when 

it comes to fixing phones or being responsive to another’s sensitive self-disclosures. However, 

the attribution of some relevant psychological orientation can warrant a leap of faith, as it were, 

supporting a belief that the other will come through.36 Taking this leap can, in turn, provide the 

trustee with an opportunity to fulfill the other’s expectations, validating and solidifying trust. 

Second, especially in cases where some relationship exists, trust can improve the chances that the 

trustee will be responsive in the way we expect or hope for.37 For example, Victoria McGeer 

argues that, especially in close relationships like friendships, hope can take the place of belief 

about another’s trustworthiness (2008: 243). In such cases, the trustee can draw on the hopeful 

confidence which the truster espouses, which can empower them to rise to the occasion (2008: 

 
34 See, for example, Cocking and Kennett (1998: 503-505). Parents and siblings, especially 
during childhood and adolescence, also play a significant role in shaping our identities. See 
Cicirelli (1995).  
35 See, for example, Stroud (2006) and Marusic (2017) for a belief-based explanation of this 
phenomenon, and McGeer (2008) and McGeer & Pettit (2017) for a hope-centered explanation. 
36 A common construct in relationship studies explicitly characterizes “faith” a dimension of trust 
(Holmes & Rempel, 1989). 
37 Although McGeer discusses the aspirational nature of trust in the context of close personal 
relationships (i.e.  friendship and parent-child relationships), there is no obvious reason why it 
could not be effective in other cases where the trustee has some reason to be responsive to the 
truster’s hopeful construal of their agency and intentions. In fact, the combination of one 
expressing such a hopeful construal and another responding to it could help explain how trusting 
relationships develop from little more than acquaintanceships, as in Tom and Agnes’s case. 
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250). Finally, in cases where a bond of trust is operative, expectations of care and vulnerability-

sensitive responsiveness are well supported by the acceptance and reciprocation characteristic of 

the bond. This can help relationship partners navigate even novel situations in which neither 

partner is certain what to expect or what actions might be called for.  

Perhaps, unsurprisingly, trust can also facilitate closeness. Trust encourages reciprocal 

self-disclosure, which is key to developing intimacy (Reis and Shaver, 1988).38 Trust in close 

personal relationships is not merely concerned with confidentiality but also with whether our 

friend, romantic partner, or family member is appropriately responsive to the disclosure (Duncan 

2024). Jeffrey Reiman suggests that it is the context of caring that helps distinguish intimate 

disclosures from the mere exchange of private information (1976: 32). When we trust that our 

disclosures will be met with understanding, validation, and caring, rather than indifference or 

rejection, we are more willing to share private information that can provide deep insights about 

ourselves, thereby further supporting intimacy and trust. Additionally, when people feel trusted, 

they are more likely to reciprocate with vulnerability and openness of their own, further 

supporting intimacy in the relationship. In the case of Tom and Agnes, the pattern of intimate 

revelations and supportive responses charted a course for the progression of their relationship 

from strangership to friendship to life partnership. 

 Additionally, trust facilitates the interdependence characteristic of close relationships by 

enabling partners to rely on each other for practical and emotional needs without constant 

monitoring or backup plans. The bond of trust, once established, supports the kind of sustained 

mutual responsiveness that allows partners to coordinate their lives, share resources, and invest 

in their relationship as a joint project. For example, as he grieves over the loss of his mother, 

 
38 See also Yao’s chapter on self-disclosure and intimacy, this volume. 
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Tom doesn't feel the need to hire a more qualified assistant to help plan her funeral, since Agnes 

has volunteered and he knows that she'll do the very best she can for him. And when Agnes 

begins her new job, she doesn't have to double-check Tom’s efforts to pick up the slack with 

chores and childcare, not just because he's a good homemaker, but because he is invested in her 

career success.  

Importantly, trusting one’s partner, especially in situations where the truster’s and 

trustee’s interests diverge, can give the trustee opportunities to express how much they value the 

truster or their shared relationship by serving the truster’s interests over their own (Rusbult et al., 

1999). But it can also help promote the evolution of the relationship itself from one of 

strangership or acquaintance to something closer. Notice that in the above example of Tom and 

Agnes, their relationship evolves in concert with a pattern of trusting exchanges. It paints a 

plausible picture of the process in which repeated acts of extending (and fulfilling) trust support 

the development of a new kind of relationship between them. As Tom and Agnes each 

demonstrate responsiveness to the other’s vulnerabilities, as reflected, for instance, in their self-

disclosures, this responsiveness suggests a kind of care that supports the development of a more 

intimate relationship. Although the trajectory needn’t inevitably lead to love or the development 

of a romantic partnership, it is quite understandable how it could. 

III. Truster-Specific Responsiveness and Close Personal Relationships 

In section I, we saw that according to some views of trust, trustees can, and often do, 

fulfill another’s trust by acting on (or in accordance with) commitments that have nothing to do 

with the truster. When, for example, Lenore trusts Ed to look after the urn containing her father’s 

ashes, he might fulfill her trust by watching it out of (or merely while he has) a strong devotion 

to the dead, or perhaps because he made a promise to Lenore’s sister. The point is that, according 
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to these views, Ed needn’t give a thought to Lenore at all to warrant or fulfill her trust. Other 

views suggest, and as the (familiar) varieties of trust in Tom & Agnes’s case seem to support, in 

close personal relationships, we often find it important that our partners are responsive to what 

we trust them to do in part because of something specifically about us. I will tentatively refer to 

this aspect of the truster’s expectation as truster-specific responsiveness. In what follows, I argue 

that truster-specific responsiveness helps to explain both how trust can play some of the roles 

that it does in close personal relationships and why trust renders trusters susceptible to affective 

betrayal (when it does).  

First, it will be helpful to say a bit more about what truster-specific responsiveness is 

meant to pick out. One way to put the point is that the trustee displays truster-specific 

responsiveness when she is, to some extent, motivated to do as trusted by a kind of regard or 

concern for the truster as the particular person he is. There are different ways one might manifest 

this responsiveness. For example, in fulfilling one another’s trust, Tom and Agnes tend to express 

concern for the other qua individuals who have particular interests, vulnerabilities, and value that 

the trustee attends to. Of course, trustees need not always actively attend to us in all our 

particularity when they fulfill our trust, but the relevant responsiveness might manifest in more 

subtle ways that affirm that they are not responding to us as just any person who happens to trust 

them. 

It may sound a bit egoistic for a truster to insist that she occupy center stage in the 

trustee’s deliberations or motivational schema, and, of course, it is not something she can really 

insist on. But there is something less objectionable and more familiar about wanting to be 

regarded and responded to as, in some sense, special to one’s close relationship partner – in 

matters of life and matters of trust. Indeed, quite commonly, personal relationships involve 
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participants relating to one another as individuals. In such relationships, it often matters to us that 

the various attitudes and dispositions characteristic of participants in the relationship are, in some 

meaningful way, particular to us. Consider that in discussing love’s particularist nature, Sven 

Nyholm (following Phillip Pettit) states “it is supposed to be that it is us in particular that our 

lover homes in on, such that it is we as the particular people that we are who are able to call 

forth, activate, or inspire, this internal disposition of the lover” (2015: 195). The same may be 

said for other relationships, such as friendship. As friends, we see each other as sources of 

import, taking one another’s needs and interests as sources of reasons and special duties.39 We 

want it to be the case that, in doing so, our friends home in on something particular about us 

which inspires the feelings characteristic of friendship. And we wish them to behave toward us in 

the ways friends do because of those feelings. That is, we wish our friends to care about our 

interests, to spend time with us, and to respond to our trust because of something(s) about us.  

One might think that a trustee may express truster-specific responsiveness by fulfilling 

the truster’s trust because she wants to maintain a relationship with the truster – the relationship 

is, after all, in a sense, about us. Although this may sometimes suffice, concern for the 

relationship can come apart from concern for the truster. Imagine, for example, that while dating, 

Tom confides in Agnes that he had been cheated on by a former romantic partner, and that 

fidelity is incredibly important to him. They jointly agree that their relationship will be exclusive. 

On a business trip, Agnes is romantically pursued by a coworker, ultimately declining his 

advances only because she believes that Tom would likely end their relationship and she really 

doesn’t want to go to the trouble of finding a new partner. Although Agnes, strictly speaking, 

 
39 See, for example, Annis (1987), Brink (2001), Nelkin (2015), and Jeske (2024, especially 
chapter 3). 
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does what Tom trusts her to do, it would be reasonable to think that if Tom were to find out about 

Agnes’ reasons he would feel she had not been properly responsive to his trust. The motivating 

factor for Agnes was not rooted in concern for Tom or his interests, so much as in the fact that he 

happened to be in a relationship with her that she wanted to sustain.  

Although concern for the relationship does not necessarily entail truster-specific 

responsiveness, relationships can undergird it. One might, for example, exhibit truster-specific 

responsiveness by fulfilling her relationship partner’s trust to do a particular thing that she 

wouldn’t do for just anyone, and where not just anyone would (or should) feel entitled to expect 

it. As McLeod explains, “sometimes we trust others to do something for us, or to be concerned 

specifically with promoting our interests…,” which she calls “trust with specific concern” (2000: 

466). Consider that although Tom’s colleagues may trust him to do his work on time and treat 

them with appropriate moral and professional regard, Agnes may trust him to promote her 

interests in ways his co-workers may not. Similarly, Agnes may trust her father to promote his 

own interests by adhering to a prescribed diabetes regimen. In such a case, the expectation is that 

he do so, in some sense, for her. Although she has a clear interest in her father maintaining his 

health, the expectation is not that he is concerned specifically with promoting Agnes’s interests 

but, rather, are responsive to the fact that she is trusting him to promote his own. Understandably, 

her father may likely scoff at a neighbor who purported to trust him to look after his own health 

as his daughter does.   

Importantly, truster-specific responsiveness is not only something we desire, but it can 

also help explain how trust plays some of the roles it does in our relationships, including 

facilitating intimacy between close relationship partners and helping them cope with certain 

vulnerabilities. Let us first consider how trust helps promote intimacy in the case of self-
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disclosure. As I have argued, trust does not simply provide reassurance personal information will 

be kept confidential – it also involves a sense that the trustee will respond with support specific 

to the truster’s needs and vulnerabilities. Recall how Agnes responded to Tom’s disclosure about 

his imposter syndrome with repeated and subtle attempts to reassure him about his skills and 

worth. In doing so, she demonstrated both concern for his interests and a sensitivity to the 

particularity of his needs, vis-à-vis the nature and persistence of his insecurity. Imagine if Agnes 

had instead responded to Tom’s disclosure by merely assuring him, as she might an acquaintance 

or colleague, that this is a common experience and he should pay it no mind. Her response likely 

would not have conveyed the same kind of intimacy-promoting concern and understanding. Had 

he disclosed something intimate as a friend and she offered a generic response befitting a remark 

to a stranger, he might be less likely to share with her in the future, feeling far less “special” to 

her as he’d expected or hoped.  

Nor would Agnes’s response have conveyed the kind of concern for Tom’s interests that 

could play a role in the development of their relationship. Although we are not entitled to 

demand or expect specific concern from just anyone, in trusting, we can give others opportunities 

to demonstrate specific concern in ways that can promote relationship development.40 Notice 

that if we may only trust others to act on their own commitments or to act on what they have 

most interest in doing, it is not clear that trust could underwrite relationship development in this 

way. For instance, if Agnes trusts Tom to address her technology-related problems because of 

some professional commitment she ascribes to him, even repeatedly fulfilling her trust is 

 
40 For example, on my preferred account of trust, trusting extends an invitation to the trustee to 
make what matters to the truster matter to them. In taking up the invitation, the trustee may 
communicate that they value the truster or their interests in a way that could support a closer 
relationship than the one they currently have (Duncan, 2022). 
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unlikely to convey any special concern for Agnes or her interests that would support the 

progression of closeness in their relationship.41 As I argued above, we tend to feel comfortable 

being close to our relationship partners and coping with the vulnerabilities inherent to closeness 

when we expect that we can trust our partners to respond to our particular interests, thereby 

affirming our value in our own right and our import to them. Directed-concern views have the 

advantage that this sort of other-regarding concern is, to an extent, baked in. For example, on my 

care-based view, the nature of the caring orientation trusters seek can have special significance 

when freely given, especially in the absence of a relationship that calls for it (Duncan, 2022: 

163). This helps explain why fulfilling trust can reflect the kind of care and concern that 

reinforces the bonds of closeness within a relationship, and how it can foster relationship growth, 

as it did in Tom and Agnes’s case. 

Truster-specific responsiveness also seems to play a role in explaining the aptness of 

affective betrayal, the distinctive response to disappointed trust. Recall that affective betrayal 

differs from moral resentment and is often marked by feelings of hurt or rejection which lead one 

to rethink their relationship with the trustee. Without an expectation of truster-specific 

responsiveness, it is unclear how affective betrayal rather than, say, disappointment, frustration, 

or resentment are warranted. For example, if Tom were to disappoint Agnes’s trust by failing to 

act on a professional commitment she ascribed to him, it is not clear why she should feel hurt or 

betrayal due to his neglect of his professional motivations or why she would rethink how she 

stands in relation to Tom. But when Tom’s commitment entails responsiveness to Agnes or care 

for her interests, in particular, it is apparent why his failure challenges her conception of how she 

matters to him. 

 
41 See Duncan (2022) for a related discussion of unwelcome trust.  
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As I have argued in this section, truster-specific responsiveness is something that we not 

only desire in close personal relationships, it can also explain some of trust’s central roles in such 

relationships, including facilitating intimacy and helping relationship partners cope with 

vulnerability. I have also argued that truster-specific responsiveness helps explain trusters’ 

susceptibility to affective betrayal (and related forms of personal hurt).  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, we have seen that there are many different accounts of what we expect 

from others when we trust them, and that trust, in turn, plays important roles in personal 

relationships. I have also suggested that part of what enables trust to play these roles is that it 

provides a means by which relationship partners may call on and express a kind of truster-

specific concern which may not be expected from just anyone, nor expressed by simply doing 

what is expected for any reason. In light of these explanatory virtues, accounts of trust that 

foreground truster-specific responsiveness as part of trust’s aim or central expectation have an 

advantage over those that do not. Trusting our relationships partners to do what they have a 

commitment to or an interest in doing can help us mitigate the risks of relying on them to 

promote what matters to us, providing the necessary medium in which our projects can thrive. 

But often, what matters most to us is just that we matter to them, in a particular way.42 

 

 

 

 
42 An earlier version of this chapter was presented at the McCoy Family Center for Ethics in 
Society Postdoctoral Workshop. I would like to thank the workshop participants, along with 
Monique Wonderly, Sarah Stroud, and Monika Betzler for their insightful commentary on, and 
discussion of, many of the ideas herein.  
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