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Paolo Parigi is a Stanford scholar who researches interpersonal trust as a key mechanism for 

facilitating relationships, and, in particular, he has studied the sharing economy. He has both 

cooperated with Uber and Airbnb to study trust in social interactions. He believes that 

interpersonal trust can be measured and designed. 

 

 

 Use big data and online field experiments to measure trust  

 

First of all, the trust that I am talking about is trust between people, not trust towards 

government and institutions. I am interested in strangers learning how to trust each other. You 

can measure that trust in many different ways. For example, many people will do surveys, 

although the types of questions would be limited. We can find a better way to measure trust 

because we are in a fundamentally different social world today, where we have a lot of data, at 

the level of the interactions between people, that was unthinkable twenty years ago.That means 

we have the opportunity to gather data, interpret and analyze them to be used for trust and all 

sorts of other things.  

 

At the same time, we can also create online experiments, which are different from 

experiments designed in a lab, or experiments that are purely online. These experiments, which I 

call “online field experiments”, is where we can use the data that we have collected from people 

to create groups. Then groups create scenario situations, which allow two strangers to meet. 

Then we can measure how that interactions goes.  

 

A large part of the data is collected routinely by the sharing-economy platforms. For each 

interaction they may get a lot of data: for example, your age, gender and location, when you are 

there, how long you are there, what are your ratings on different dimensions. There are data 

about millions of interactions. That is fantastic because the triangulation (Chinese: 三角测量) 

of all these data sources at the individual level is how you can measure interpersonal trust. 

(Reference:His paper “Online Field Experiment” talks about trust and how to measure it).  

 

 

Bias can be overcome 

 

Trust can be measured, and it can also be designed. For instance, the key point for trust  

building in the sharing-economy platforms is the reputation system. (We have to assume that the 

reviews in the  reputation system are true because, if the reputation system were not accurate, the 

entire system of trust would collapse).  

 



The reputation system can overcome personal bias. We all have biases. We may think that we 

don’t have any bias but the truth is that we all have biases. I have biases, some of which I am 

aware, some not. How is the reputation system going to change that? For example, think of 

someone who is less favorable to African-Americans, and who offers some Airbnb rooms. If the 

guest is African-American and he has a good reputation system, will the biased host accept him? 

In my research with Airbnb what we found was that, as long as you have a very good reputation, 

even if you are very “different” from the host, a good reputation trumps the difference. You will 

take somebody that normally your bias would reject if he has a good reputation. 

 

The founder of Airbnb talked about at a TED event about how bias can be overcome thanks to 

reputation systems, and that was the outcome of our joint research. Here is the link: 

https://www.ted.com/talks/joe_gebbia_how_airbnb_designs_for_trust#t-523722 People tend 

to like people of similar age, living in a nearby location, with a similar education, of a similar 

background, etc. These are deep social biases. However, if you have more than 10 reviews, 

everything changes. Better design can overcome the deepest bias. For instance, Airbnb designed 

the user interface so that users share the “right” amount of information to achieve trust, because 

we found that if you share too little or too much trust is harder to build. There is an ideal balance 

of  information: not too much to scare or annoy a stranger, and at the same time, enough to 

reassure a stranger. 

 

Bias can be overcome through good design of reputation systems in sharing-economy 

platforms. These platforms are more than just platforms where you exchange services: they are 

fundamentally social platforms, as they facilitate interactions with strangers. When you use 

Airbnb for the first time, and you are in the house of a stranger, and things go well, it means a lot 

more to you than when you go to a foreign hotel, and things go well.  

 

In his TED talk Gebbia says that the sharing economy is not just about “rentals”: people share 

part of themselves. It’s about connecting  humans. And that changes everything. Today, homes 

are designed to be private and separate. What if they were designed to be shared? Ditto for the 

design of city: can we design a city that is really connected and shared? 

 

From trust to peace 

 

If you put two people in a room or a car, it is not 100% sure that things will go all right: there 

is always somethingt that is unpredictable. That is why we need trust. If everything were 

predictable, it would simply be a contract, and you wouldn’t need trust. For instance, nowadays 

people talk a lot about blockchain, but I don’t think of blockchain as a technology for trust, at 

least not between people. To talk about trust, you have to allow the risk of betrayal. You have to 

leave that unpredictable element there. The power of leaving the unpredictable element there is 

that, when the interaction goes well, it means a lot more to you. This fundamental element of risk, 

which is involved in every interaction, is what we need to talk about. If you remove it, like  

blockchain does, it’s not trust anymore: it is coordination of activities. You can coordinate 

without trust.  

 

So, if the risk that something could go wrong can never be eliminated, the question arises: 

how can we at least reduce that risk? How can we facilitate more trust between strangers? If you 

https://www.ted.com/talks/joe_gebbia_how_airbnb_designs_for_trust#t-523722


make more people trust in others, thenhopefully we will have spillover effects for society as a 

whole. For example, creating more trust can bring more peace to the world. I think there is a 

strong relationship between trust and peace. Trust seems to be one of the fundamental pieces that, 

when it is broken, it leads to conflict or war.  

 

When trust breaks down, things start deteriorating pretty fast. So I think it is important to 

think about what you could do to bring about trust between parties that have been in conflict. 

Sometimes there is a way to show these people in conflict that they share some fundamental 

humanity, or maybe some common interest, and that can increase the trust between them. The 

first step out of conflict is always very difficult: you are exposing yourself. One thing that these 

sharing-economy firms have solved is the first step, thanks to the reputation system.  

 

 

The ethic of  “trust technology” 

 

On sharing-economy websites, technology is mediating face-to-face interactions. Reputation 

systems connect people and measure interactions. It also broadcasts that measurement or 

reputation to the entire community, which has an important impact. Of course, it also creates 

expectations, which may or may not be met, and I am not saying that this is all positive.  

 

I wrote a paper in which I researched an early sharing-economy firm. I learned that they didn’t 

have five-star ratings: they had very detailed reputations that they probed about people’s 

interactions, and the fascinating thing that we noticed was that the more reputation they acquired 

of strangers interacting via the platform the weaker were their friendship ties. It’s not that they 

didn’t become friends after the interaction, but the reported friendship was becoming weaker and 

weaker. So, we were interested about that, and we thought that the one thing detailed reputation 

can do is to remove some of the serendipity in meeting a stranger. 

 

The algorithms that Amazon or Google use to analyze their customers are actually very 

similar to a reputation system. They have a lot of data about what I buy. They study the data, 

understand my behavior, nd “measure” my behavior to understand what other things I am more 

likely to buy. In both cases the results lead to financial transactions: somebody pays money, 

somebody gets money.  However, the key difference between firms like Amazon and sharing-

economy platforms is that the latter are not only business platform, they are also  social systems. 

Their fundamental function is to bring strangers together. They are bringing about potential, 

unexpected consequences of that interaction. That is precisely the consequence of applying these 

algorithms to social interactions that you cannot predict. 

 

The real question is: if they are so similar, what gives me the reassurance that these reputation 

systems will not be hijacked to be turned into recommendation systems? That is a question that 

pushes the conversation towards the ethical responsibilities of these companies. I think we are 

experiencing a time of deep fracture in our society, in a similar way to what happened during the 

industrial revolution. We are at the mercy of corporations now. I don’t have the answers, but 

here is the question: what’s the role of the State in a shared economy? 

 


