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Abstract: Understanding the nature of online interpersonal trust continues to gain importance, especially
as we increasingly perform activities and form relationships online. Trust forms a critical substrate on
which activities with economic consequence, e.g. e-commerce transactions, or relationships with
emotional consequence, e.g. friendships and romances, are built. There is a vast literature on interpersonal
trust in the social sciences. However, with the mass adoption of the Internet in our daily lives, and the
ability to capture high resolution data on its use, we are at the threshold of a deeper understanding of the
dynamics behind interpersonal trust. It is now becoming possible to study the phenomenon of trust
dynamics at a much finer granularity than ever before. Online social systems such as Multiplayer Online
Games (MOGs) and Virtual Worlds (VWs) have become increasingly popular and have communities
comprising tens of millions. They serve as unprecedented tools to theorize and empirically model the trust
dynamics of individuals, groups, and networks within large communities. This talk consists of four parts.
First, we describe findings from the Virtual World Exploratorium; a multi-institutional, multi-disciplinary
project which uses data from commercial MMOGs and VWs to study many fields of social science,
including sociology, social psychology, organization theory, group dynamics, macro-economics, etc.
Second, describe a model for a multi-relational, multi-activity environment, where ‘low familiarity
threshold’ activities like chatting, grouping, and transactions form the scaffolding for the formation of
‘high familiarity threshold’ relationships like trust formation. Third, using this model, we describe our
studies on the dynamics of online interpersonal trust, including like trust formation, trust reciprocation,
trust revocation, and the nature of trust transitivity and trust cascading. Finally, we describe some
applications of this model for tasks like understanding the vulnerabilities of a social network to rumor
spreading, and inoculation against it.
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