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Abstract

Prior research already documents reciprocity, spiraling cooperation, temporal development, self-
reinforcing relations, and trust-attractor language. This paper therefore makes a narrower claim. It
asks when trust-dependent interaction changes the conditions of later trust formation strongly enough to
justify a dynamical description. The language of #rust attractors is reserved for configurations showing
more than persistence: relevant evidence would include return after perturbation, basin dependence,
thresholds, multistability, hysteresis, or comparable signatures. Relational self-reinforcement denotes
the broader mechanism class from which such dynamics may, but need not, arise.

The paper also develops the poetic structure of trust. Context, framing, affect, ritual, embodiment,
and symbolic cues are already known to matter for trust. The proposed contribution is a compositional
hypothesis: heterogeneous, indirect, and temporally dispersed elements can acquire trust-relevant sig-
nificance through sequence, interaction, memory, embodiment, and relational history in ways not ad-
equately represented by fixed context-independent cue weights. A small event can therefore gain large
relational leverage without becoming sufficient evidence of trustworthiness.

These claims meet in a mechanism-explicit account of recursive relational formation. Trust can
alter disclosure, cooperation, interpretation, monitoring, vulnerability, institutional assurance, and the
evidence generated by later interaction. The same recursion can remain corrigible, support repair, or
produce closure, dependence, and manufactured confidence. Distrust can develop parallel dynamics,
while rupture can change the pathways through which later repair is interpreted.

The resulting governance problem is not trust maximization. It concerns the conditions under which
reliance can emerge, be tested, contested, revised, repaired, refused, or exited, together with the distri-
bution of vulnerability and power over trust-generating environments. The framework links dynamics,
composition, governance, justice, and empirical identification while preserving the distinctions among
experienced trust, trustworthiness, dynamical stability, and justice.

Keywords: trust; relational self-reinforcement; trust attractors; poetic composition; path dependence; vul-
nerability; trust governance; relational justice
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Discussion Note

Purpose, Recursion, Scope

This paper develops one connected problem from three directions: trust can be relationally generated;
established trust can change the conditions of later interaction; and heterogeneous events can acquire trust-
relevant significance through composition within a relational history. The argument therefore asks not only
whether trust is present, but how trust participates in producing the subsequent relation from which later
trust, distrust, verification, or refusal will emerge.

The language of trust attractors is used cautiously and without a priority claim. Trust evolution, reci-
procity, spirals, self-reinforcing relations, and explicit trust-attractor language already have substantial
precedent in trust research. The stronger attractor claim concerns recurrent organization under pertur-
bation: return, basin dependence, threshold behavior, multistability, hysteresis, or comparable signatures.
Persistence alone is not sufficient evidence. Where those stronger signatures are absent, self-reinforcement
or historical dependence is the better description.

A minimal recursive representation is

A = A(Ry, Th, &), (D
Eip1 = E(Ry, A, me), (2
Riy1 = R(Ry, Ay, Ey1), (3)
Try1 = T (Rey1, Hit1), C))

where R; denotes the relevant relational configuration, T} a local trust-related orientation, A; action, Fy1q
newly generated evidence or experience, and H;; 1 accumulated history. The notation is illustrative. Its
purpose is to make one recursive fact explicit: present trust can alter action; action can alter the relation;
and the altered relation can change the evidence and interpretation available to later trust formation.

Composition, History, Meaning

The phrase poetic structure concerns composition rather than identity. Trust is not equated with poetry. The
concept marks cases in which heterogeneous, partial, indirect, temporally dispersed, or non-propositional
elements acquire significance through relation, sequence, recurrence, embodiment, memory, and context.
A gesture, remembered act, silence, shared difficulty, institutional symbol, spatial setting, or rhythm of
response may carry little force in isolation yet become consequential inside a particular history.

The empirical burden is correspondingly strict. Poetic-composition language is useful only where order,
interaction, context, or retrospective integration adds explanatory value beyond simpler additive, incentive-
based, or evidential accounts. The same restraint applies to attractor language: evocative concepts must
restrict inquiry rather than merely redescribe events after the fact.

Reinforcement, Vulnerability, Governance

Trust can change disclosure, delegation, cooperation, interpretation, monitoring, and willingness to ac-
cept vulnerability. Those changes can generate new evidence and new dependencies. Reinforcement can
therefore remain informative and revisable, or become epistemically closed through reduced monitoring,
narrowing alternatives, interpretive shielding, or rising switching costs.

The paper preserves several separations throughout. Experienced trust need not track trustworthiness.
Dynamical stability need not indicate justice. Cooperation can occur without trust, and trust can coexist
with monitoring, disagreement, or bounded distrust. These distinctions prevent recursive stability from
becoming self-validation.

They also change the governance question. Guarantees, procedures, interfaces, architecture, rituals,
reputational systems, narratives, and shared experiences can alter the conditions under which reliance
emerges. The relevant objective is therefore not trust maximization. It is the governance of conditions



under which trust can be tested, revised, refused, repaired, or exited, with attention to vulnerability, evi-
dence access, contestability, and power over the trust-generating field.

Distrust, Repair, Corrigibility

Distrust receives independent treatment because it need not be a simple low value of trust. It can organize
withdrawal, defensive monitoring, restricted disclosure, and hostile interpretation, thereby generating its
own recursive dynamics. Rupture can also change the later meaning of assurances and repair attempts.
A repaired relation consequently need not return to the configuration that existed before the rupture; the
violation and the repair become part of the relation’s history.

The framework is intentionally corrigible. Evidence for self-reinforcement should identify a feedback
channel. Evidence for a trust attractor should go beyond persistence. Evidence for poetic composition
should test sequence, context, and interaction. Governance analysis should separate experienced trust from
protection, trustworthiness, vulnerability, voice, and exit. Where simpler models explain the observations
with equal adequacy, the additional relational machinery should be narrowed or discarded.
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1 Trust, Relation, Recursion

This section establishes the problem that organizes the paper. Its purpose is not to replace existing theories
of trust with a single relational definition. The literature already contains influential accounts centered
on vulnerability, risk, expectation, affect, social complexity, institutional assurance, trustworthiness, and
the development of working relationships [5, 34, 46, 50, 64, 29, 42]. The present inquiry begins from
a narrower observation that cuts across several of these traditions: once trust has emerged, subsequent
interaction often occurs under conditions partly produced by that prior trust. What is trusted at time ¢
can affect what becomes disclosed, attempted, observed, remembered, and interpreted at time ¢ + 1. The
relation therefore does not merely carry a judgment about an independently fixed object. It can participate
in generating the later conditions under which further trust, distrust, verification, or withdrawal become
possible.

This recursive feature motivates the central problem of the paper. Trust may be both historically
generated and historically generative. It can arise from a relational history and then modify that history’s
continuation. A trusted collaborator may receive information that a distrusted collaborator would never see.
A trusted institution may receive voluntary compliance that generates records of successful coordination
unavailable under universal refusal. A trusted friend may be given an opportunity to repair a mistake that
would end a more fragile relation. Conversely, a history of distrust can restrict communication, increase
defensive interpretation, and prevent experiences that might otherwise revise the relation. In each case,
present trust affects the production of future relational evidence.

The paper uses the existing term trust attractor for part of this problem, but it does not claim priority
for the term or for the general use of dynamical-systems language in trust research. Levick, Woog, and
Knox used trust-and-goodwill attractor language in a complexity-informed inquiry, and Long and Sitkin
later developed an explicit dynamical-systems approach under the title “Trust Attractors” [40, 45]. The
present paper takes a narrower methodological position. It distinguishes self-reinforcement from attraction
and reserves stronger attractor claims for cases in which a specified state representation, perturbation class,
and observation scheme support recurrent or basin-like behavior. The term therefore does not presuppose
that every trust relation possesses a low-dimensional phase space, that trust is a scalar state variable, or that
persistence establishes a mathematical attractor.

A second problem enters at the level of composition. Trust is often affected by elements that are
individually weak, indirect, heterogeneous, or temporally dispersed. A remembered act, a recurring gesture,
a silence, a shared hardship, an institutional seal, a familiar room, a pattern of response, or an unexpected
act under pressure may acquire significance only within a particular relational history. The paper uses
poetic structure for this compositional problem. The phrase does not identify trust with poetry. It points to
the possibility that relational meaning depends on arrangement, sequence, recurrence, omission, resonance,
and context, so that the force of an element cannot always be inferred from its isolated informational content.
This compositional dimension becomes especially important once trust is studied through time, because
the same event can have different consequences in different relational histories.

The third problem is normative. Conditions that make trust easier to generate can also be designed.
Guarantees, procedures, rituals, interfaces, architecture, reputational systems, narratives, social proof, and
controlled experiences can alter whether a participant feels able to rely on another actor or institution.
Such interventions can support valuable cooperation, especially where strangers must coordinate under
uncertainty. They can also generate confidence that outpaces the trustworthiness of the underlying relation.
A theory concerned only with increasing trust therefore risks confusing a produced relational state with the
conditions that would make reliance warranted. The paper treats this divergence as a central problem for
trust governance.

1.1 Vulnerability, Uncertainty, Exposure

Many influential approaches converge on the point that trust matters where an actor cannot fully secure an
outcome in advance. Baier’s philosophical account places vulnerability near the center of the phenomenon,
drawing attention to the moral significance of accepted dependence and the possibility of betrayal [5].



Mayer, Davis, and Schoorman likewise distinguish trust from related constructs by connecting it to a will-
ingness to accept vulnerability under conditions in which another party’s actions matter [50]. Rousseau
and colleagues’ cross-disciplinary synthesis similarly emphasizes positive expectations together with the
willingness to accept vulnerability under risk and interdependence [64]. These formulations differ in theo-
retical purpose, but they share a useful boundary condition: where everything can be guaranteed, verified,
and controlled without remainder, the distinctive work performed by trust becomes harder to identify.

The present paper retains that boundary while changing the object of attention. Instead of asking only
why an actor accepts vulnerability at a particular moment, it asks what accepting vulnerability does to the
subsequent relation. The act may expose the trusting party to loss, but it may also create a new interaction,
disclose new information, produce an opportunity for reciprocity, and alter how future ambiguity is inter-
preted. Vulnerability is therefore not only a condition under which trust is expressed. In some settings it
is also a mechanism through which relational history becomes newly generative.

This point should not be romanticized. Exposure can produce learning, mutuality, and cooperation,
but it can also produce exploitation. A person who discloses more because of trust may enable deeper
coordination or may hand an adversarial actor precisely the information needed for manipulation. A person
who grants a second chance may enable repair or may extend a harmful relation. The same structural
opening can therefore support sharply different trajectories. The analysis cannot infer normative value
from relational intensity or persistence alone.

Claim 1.1 (Recursive exposure). Where trust changes the actions available to participants, the conse-
quences of those actions can modify the evidence, expectations, dependencies, and interpretive conditions
relevant to later trust. The trust relation can therefore become one causal component of its own subsequent
development.

The claim is intentionally weaker than a universal law of positive feedback. Trust does not invariably
generate more trust. An act enabled by trust can produce disconfirmation, betrayal, disappointment, or a
demand for stronger verification. The important point is recursive participation: prior trust can change the
pathway through which later trust is updated.

1.2 Judgment, Relation, Duration

A static representation can be useful for many purposes. One may ask whether a trustor believes a trustee to
be reliable, whether available evidence supports that belief, whether the trustee possesses relevant abilities
and motives, or whether institutional safeguards reduce expected risk. Yet repeated relations create a
further question. The object assessed at a later time may no longer be relationally identical to the object
encountered at the beginning, because the history of interaction has altered expectations, commitments,
information, roles, and available actions.

Luhmann’s account famously connects trust to problems of social complexity and the need to proceed
despite futures that cannot be exhaustively known [46]. Hardin develops a different line, emphasizing
encapsulated interest and the relational grounds on which one party may have reason to take another’s
interests into account [29]. Organizational research likewise distinguishes antecedents, forms, levels, and
developmental processes of trust rather than treating it as a context-free quantity [50, 42, 52]. These
literatures provide different answers to what trust consists in, but they make clear that trust is embedded in
conditions of uncertainty, interdependence, and history.

The present framework adds a recursive emphasis. Suppose two relations yield the same currently
observable cooperative act. One arrived there after years of reliable interaction and successful repair;
the other arose yesterday under a strong external guarantee. The present act may look similar, yet the
two relations need not react similarly to a missed obligation tomorrow. Their histories can alter both
interpretation and recovery. A single snapshot can therefore underdescribe the relational state relevant to
future behavior.

This is one reason the paper does not begin by defining a universal scalar 7' € [0, 1] and interpreting
every change in trust through movement along one axis. A single number may be useful within a particular



empirical model, but the conceptual framework must initially remain broad enough to represent domain
specificity, heterogeneous mechanisms, and historical dependence. A person may rely on another’s techni-
cal competence while withholding confidence in their motives. An institution may be trusted to preserve
records but not to interpret them impartially. A relation may sustain practical cooperation while retaining
substantial affective suspicion. Trust and distrust can therefore coexist in different domains rather than
functioning only as opposite points on one line.

Remark 1.2 (History belongs to the object of analysis). If earlier interactions change later interpretation,
available evidence, or relational options, history cannot be treated solely as background description. At
least part of that history belongs to the state needed to explain subsequent relational evolution.

This remark becomes important when the attractor vocabulary is introduced more formally later in the
paper. A dynamical representation that ignores the history responsible for hysteresis, repair, or cumulative
suspicion can create a false impression of Markovian simplicity. One possible response is to enlarge the
state representation; another is to use explicitly history-dependent operators. The correct choice is an
empirical and formal question rather than a matter to settle by terminology.

1.3 Recursion, Feedback, Reproduction

Existing theories already contain resources for studying reciprocity, relationship development, institutional
support, affect, cognition, and the management of vulnerability. The contribution proposed here should
therefore not be stated through an exaggerated claim that relational or temporal aspects have been absent
from trust research. They have not. The narrower gap concerns how to organize several familiar observa-
tions around one recursive question: how does generated trust alter the conditions under which later trust is
generated?

This question has substantial precedent. Jones and George theorize the evolution of organizational
trust through interaction among values, attitudes, moods, and emotions; Serva, Fuller, and Mayer iden-
tify reciprocal longitudinal relations among trust, perceived trustworthiness, and risk taking; Ferrin, Bligh,
and Kohles model spirals of cooperation and perceived trustworthiness; Huang and Wilkinson develop a
complex-adaptive account of business relationships; Vanneste, Puranam, and Kretschmer show that rela-
tionship duration has only a small average association with trust and that multiple countervailing mecha-
nisms matter; and M”ollering and Sydow explicitly analyze self-reinforcing inter-organizational trust and
the possibility of a trust trap [33, 68, 21, 32, 77, 57]. The novelty claim of this paper is therefore not that
trust can evolve, reciprocate, spiral, become path-dependent, or be discussed through attractor language.
It is narrower: to separate mechanism-level self-reinforcement from stronger attractor claims, to specify
what empirical signatures would warrant those stronger claims, and to connect that recursive dynamics to
a compositional account of trust-relevant meaning.

That question has at least five components.

First, trust can alter action. A participant may cooperate, disclose, delegate, wait, forgive, invest, or
refrain from monitoring because the relation supports those choices.

Second, altered action can change evidence production. Some evidence of reliability appears only after
another actor has been given an opportunity to act. Refusal can protect against exploitation while simulta-
neously preventing the generation of certain kinds of evidence.

Third, trust can alter interpretation. The same delay, silence, mistake, or incomplete message can
receive different meanings within different histories. Karen Jones’s account of trust emphasizes an affective
attitude involving optimism toward another’s goodwill and competence, illustrating why trust cannot always
be reduced to detached belief updating [34]. The present paper does not adopt that account as an exhaustive
theory, but it takes seriously the possibility that trust changes how evidence becomes salient and intelligible.

Fourth, trust can alter relational structure. Repeated cooperation may create obligations, routines,
shared resources, reputational links, mutual knowledge, switching costs, or third-party expectations. Later
interaction then occurs in a field partly constituted by earlier interaction.

Fifth, these changes can affect future trust. New evidence, altered interpretation, and transformed
structure may reinforce trust, weaken it, split it across domains, or generate a transition toward distrust.



Recursive formation therefore does not imply monotonic growth. It identifies a feedback architecture within
which multiple trajectories remain possible.

A compact conceptual representation can make this architecture explicit. Let ?; denote the relational
configuration relevant at time ¢, H; the relational history carried into that time, 7} the presently realized
trust configuration, A; the action generated under those conditions, and F; the evidence or experience
generated through the interaction. Then a minimal scheme is

Ay = A(Ry, Hy, T, &), &)
By = E(Ry, Aty ), (6)
Riy1 = R(Ry, Ay, Eyy1), )
Hyp1 = H(Hy, Ry, Ay, Erya), 3
Tiy1 = T(Re+1, Het1, Ger1), )

where &;, 1, and (; collect contingencies not represented explicitly. No particular functional form is as-
sumed here. The scheme simply prevents one conceptual omission: 73 can influence Ay, and the action
can participate in producing the later conditions on which 73, depends.

Definition 1.3 (Relational self-reinforcement). A trust process exhibits relational self-reinforcement over
a specified range of conditions when trust-dependent interaction modifies the subsequent relational config-
uration in ways that increase the accessibility, resilience, or reproducibility of trust relative to an otherwise
comparable trajectory.

The definition contains several restrictions. The comparison class must be specified; otherwise “rein-
forcement” has no counterfactual content. The range of conditions must also be specified because a process
can be robust to small perturbations and fragile to a qualitatively different shock. Finally, the definition
refers to accessibility, resilience, or reproducibility rather than to moral desirability. A relation can be
self-reinforcing and harmful.

1.4 Attractors, Basins, Dynamics

The attractor vocabulary becomes useful only after the recursive problem is clear. Positive feedback by
itself does not establish an attractor. Nor does persistence. The stronger idea concerns a relational region
in which multiple nearby trajectories tend, under specified dynamics, to return toward or remain within
a recognizable configuration despite some class of perturbations. The empirical signatures might include
recovery after disturbance, threshold behavior, hysteresis, path-dependent transitions, or persistent differ-
ences between relations that currently appear similar.

A familiar interpersonal example is successful repair. Two people with a long history of reliable co-
operation may survive a minor failure because the event is interpreted within a broader pattern, because
channels for explanation already exist, and because both parties have experience of previous repair. Suc-
cessful repair then becomes part of the history available during a later conflict. The relation has not merely
returned to its earlier condition; it may have acquired a new repair pathway. In dynamical language, the
interaction has potentially altered the landscape through which later disturbances evolve.

The reverse process is equally important. Repeated opacity can create a configuration in which new
assurances are discounted, requests for evidence are read defensively, and ordinary ambiguities accumulate
toward suspicion. The problem is not simply that “trust is low.” The relation may have entered a history-
dependent region in which the same intervention that would have worked earlier no longer produces the
same effect. This possibility motivates later discussion of basin deformation, metastability, transition, and
attractor escape.

Claim 1.4 (Landscape deformation). In recurrent trust relations, interaction can change not only the current
position of the relation but also the pathways, thresholds, and interpretive weights governing later transitions.
A fixed-landscape model can therefore be insufficient even when attractor language is otherwise useful.



This claim gives the present project a distinctive direction. The paper is not mainly interested in locating
an actor on a pre-given trust scale. It is interested in how relational interaction can modify the effective
landscape on which later trust trajectories unfold.

1.5 Composition, Significance, Indirection

The recursive account still leaves open a question about what enters the relation. Trust is often discussed
through reasons, signals, beliefs, and expectations. These are indispensable categories, yet lived trust can
also accumulate through elements whose contribution is distributed across form and history. A gesture
can matter because it repeats an earlier gesture under new conditions. An omission can matter because
something expected did not occur. A shared place can acquire significance because multiple consequential
episodes have been organized around it. A phrase can become reassuring because its meaning has been
altered by prior use between particular participants.

The term poetic structure is introduced to preserve this compositional problem without making a claim
of equivalence between trust and poetry. The relevant similarity concerns how significance can emerge
from relations among heterogeneous elements. Juxtaposition, recurrence, timing, silence, rhythm, con-
trast, memory, and context can matter to the whole without any single element functioning as deductively
sufficient evidence.

This point has two consequences. The first is epistemic. An observer who extracts individual cues
from the history and evaluates them independently may fail to reproduce the significance they had within
the relation. The second is causal. A small event can redirect a trajectory when it occurs near a threshold or
resonates with an already structured history. Its effect need not be proportional to its isolated magnitude.

Example 1.5 (A small act in two histories). Consider the same act of delayed assistance in two relations.
In the first, previous delays have repeatedly been followed by explanation, repair, and reliable support. In
the second, previous delays have accompanied abandonment and concealed conflict. The observable delay
can be identical while its relational significance differs sharply. The difference lies neither in the isolated
event nor in an arbitrary subjective reaction; it lies partly in the history through which the event becomes
interpretable.

The example also clarifies why poetic composition should not be confused with irrationality. Context-
sensitive interpretation can be evidentially appropriate when histories genuinely differ. The research prob-
lem is to determine when such composition tracks relevant structure and when it produces projection, bias,
or manipulable confidence.

1.6 Trust Production, Trustworthiness, Governance

Once the generative conditions of trust become an explicit object of analysis, a governance problem follows
immediately. Actors with sufficient control over the relational environment may be able to influence the
production of trust. Professional credentials, institutional guarantees, interface conventions, spatial design,
social endorsements, repeated rituals, selective transparency, and curated narratives can all affect whether
reliance feels reasonable or normal. Some of these devices increase genuine accountability. Others may
only increase experienced confidence.

The distinction between trust and trustworthiness is therefore indispensable. Hardin’s work explicitly
separates the two in title and analysis [29]; organizational accounts likewise distinguish trust from an-
tecedent characteristics associated with the trustee [50]. The present framework extends this distinction to
trust production: an intervention can successfully increase trust while leaving the underlying trustworthiness
of the relation unchanged or even worsened.

Definition 1.6 (Trust-production divergence). Trust-production divergence occurs when a process that in-
creases experienced or enacted trust does not generate a corresponding improvement in the properties that
would warrant reliance under the relevant conditions.



This divergence is not exceptional to digital manipulation or deceptive marketing. It can arise wherever
one actor has disproportionate control over the conditions through which another actor interprets reliability.
The ethical question therefore concerns more than whether a statement is literally true. It concerns who
can structure the field of encounter, which vulnerabilities are made easier to accept, what counterevidence
remains visible, and whether the relation remains contestable and reversible.

The normative goal of this paper is consequently not the maximization of trust. High trust can co-
exist with exploitation, dependency, epistemic closure, and unequal exit costs. Low trust can sometimes
express justified caution. A better research objective is to identify relational conditions under which trust
can be generated, tested, revised, repaired, and withdrawn without systematically separating experienced
confidence from warranted reliance.

1.7 Scope, Contributions, Structure

The paper makes three core contributions. Governance and justice follow downstream from them.

First, it gives recursive relational formation a mechanism-explicit form. The contribution is not the dis-
covery of reciprocal or self-reinforcing trust, which is already present in prior research. It is the separation
of current trust, the mediator through which trust changes later interaction, the evidence generated through
that interaction, and the later trust update. This separation makes reinforcement empirically contestable
rather than circular.

Second, building on prior trust-attractor work, it develops stricter criteria for when attractor termi-
nology is warranted. Stability, duration, positive feedback, and path dependence are insufficient on their
own. Attractor language should be retained only when a specified model and observation scheme support
signatures such as return under perturbation, basin dependence, threshold transitions, multistability, or
hysteresis.

Third, it develops a compositional hypothesis under the term poetic structure of trust. The claim is not
that context, framing, affect, embodiment, ritual, or symbols matter to trust; each has antecedents in existing
research. The claim is that heterogeneous cues can interact historically and sequentially so that their joint
trust-relevant significance is not well represented by fixed, context-independent additive contributions.

The governance and justice analyses follow from these three claims. If trust can recursively alter evi-
dence and if trust-relevant meaning can be shaped by compositional environments, then design power over
those environments requires analysis of corrigibility, vulnerability, contestability, third-party effects, and
exit.

These contributions remain preliminary. The paper does not claim a universal model of trust, does not
infer mathematical attractors from metaphor, and does not treat stability as evidence of justice. Its aim is
to construct a framework within which empirical, formal, historical, and normative investigations can be
posed more precisely.

The sections that follow proceed from conceptual differentiation to dynamics and then to governance.
The next section situates the argument more carefully within major traditions of trust research. Subsequent
sections distinguish the objects of analysis, develop relational self-reinforcement, examine attractor-like
dynamics and historical dependence, and then turn to poetic composition, contingency, memory, and inter-
pretation. The later parts of the paper examine manufactured trust, vulnerability, contestability, repair, and
institutional design. The conclusion returns to a modest proposition: trust is not only something relations
contain. Under some conditions, trust participates in changing the relations from which later trust will be
generated.

2 Vulnerability, Uncertainty, Interpretation

The purpose of this section is to locate the present argument within the existing trust literature without
forcing heterogeneous traditions into a single definition. Trust has been studied in philosophy, sociology,
psychology, organization studies, economics, political theory, and adjacent fields. These literatures do
not merely offer different answers to one common question. They frequently select different objects for
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explanation. Some ask what makes reliance rational or justified; some examine willingness to accept vul-
nerability; some distinguish cognitive and affective bases of interpersonal trust; some study the social and
institutional production of expectations; and some investigate the consequences of trust for coordination,
organizing, and cooperation [5, 34, 50, 64, 46, 44, 81, 53].

The present paper depends on several of these traditions, but its central object is slightly different. It
asks what happens when trust is not only an outcome of prior relations but also one of the conditions that
reorganize later relations. This question requires attention to feedback: trust can change communication,
disclosure, monitoring, cooperation, interpretation, memory, and willingness to remain exposed; those
changes can then alter the evidence and relational possibilities from which later trust is formed. Existing
work contains many components of this picture. The contribution sought here is not the discovery that
trust is relational, emotional, institutional, temporal, or consequential. It is the more specific attempt to
place recursive relational formation at the center of analysis and to connect it with attractor-like stability,
heterogeneous composition, and the governance of trust-generating conditions.

Remark 2.1 (A cumulative rather than replacement strategy). The argument developed here should be
read cumulatively. It does not require a claim that earlier theories are static, individualistic, or insensitive
to history. Many are explicitly relational and processual. The narrower claim is that the feedback by which
prior trust modifies the conditions of later trust can be isolated more sharply and studied in its own right.

2.1 Vulnerability, Exposure

A first family of approaches makes vulnerability indispensable to the problem of trust. Baier draws attention
to relations in which one party entrusts something of value to another and thereby becomes open to forms
of harm that mere prediction does not adequately capture [5]. In organization studies, Mayer, Davis, and
Schoorman similarly distinguish trust from judgments about a trustee’s characteristics by connecting trust
to a willingness to become vulnerable to another party’s actions [50]. Rousseau and colleagues, working
toward a cross-disciplinary formulation, likewise emphasize positive expectations in conditions involving
vulnerability and interdependence [64].

This literature matters for the present framework because vulnerability is not only a passive condition
surrounding trust. Once enacted, it can transform the relation. Disclosure gives another party informa-
tion that did not previously exist within the relation. Delegation creates an opportunity for performance
or betrayal. Reliance can redistribute responsibility and expose hidden competence, negligence, care, or
opportunism. Forgoing verification can alter the interaction itself. A trusting act therefore sometimes
produces the very events from which later judgments will be made.

The recursive problem begins here. Suppose actor A discloses information to actor B because A already
has some trust in B. If B responds with care, A obtains evidence that could not have been generated without
the initial exposure. If B exploits the disclosure, the same opening generates contrary evidence. In either
case, trust has affected the experimental conditions of the relationship. The later evidential field is partly
endogenous to the earlier relational state.

This endogeneity complicates a simple separation between “evidence first” and “trust second.” In many
repeated relations, evidence and trust can enter a feedback sequence. Prior evidence contributes to trust;
trust changes action; action generates new evidence; and the resulting evidence can reinforce, redirect, or
rupture the relation. The framework developed later in this paper will use this loop to supply one of the
minimal structures from which a trust attractor may emerge.

2.2 Expectation, Interpretation, Uncertainty

A second tradition emphasizes the relation between trust and uncertain futures. Luhmann links trust to
the reduction of social complexity: action must proceed even though future states and other actors cannot
be exhaustively known [46]. Mollering later reconstructs a major line of trust research around reason,
routine, reflexivity, and what he calls suspension. In his account, interpretive grounds do not mechanically
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determine a trustful expectation. Trust involves a movement beyond what available interpretation can
conclusively establish [55, 56].

This point is especially important for a relational-dynamical account. If trust followed deductively
from complete information, the problem of self-reinforcement would be much thinner. New evidence
could simply update a fully specified calculation. In actual trust relations, however, action occurs while
some uncertainty remains unresolved. Participants proceed, refrain from checking, disclose, wait, delegate,
cooperate, or remain present despite an incomplete evidential situation. Those actions can then change the
situation that later must be interpreted.

The presence of an irreducible remainder also helps explain why identical observable events can pro-
duce different trust updates. An unanswered message may indicate benign delay within one relationship
and impending abandonment within another. A procedural failure may be absorbed into ordinary noise
where an institution has a long history of repair, while the same failure may confirm a pre-existing suspi-
cion elsewhere. The relevant difference cannot always be found inside the isolated event. It can reside in
the relational history that organizes interpretation.

For the present paper, this does not justify arbitrary belief. The distinction between experienced trust,
justified trust, and trustworthiness remains essential. Rather, the point is that interpretation itself has a
history. Trust can help constitute the background against which later signals become salient, forgivable,
suspicious, ordinary, or exceptional. A recursive account must therefore model not only changing expecta-
tions but also changing interpretive conditions.

Claim 2.2 (Historical interpretation). When relational history changes the meaning assigned to later events,
trust updates cannot in general be reconstructed from the current event alone. At minimum, the analysis
requires information about the state or history through which the event is interpreted.

This claim is modest but consequential. It does not yet specify whether the relevant memory can be
compressed into a finite state vector or whether the full trajectory matters. That question belongs to the
later formal analysis. The conceptual point is simply that temporal ordering and relational history may
carry explanatory information.

2.3 Cognition, Affect, Embodiment

A third line of research resists reducing trust to detached calculation. Jones develops an account centered on
affective attitude, while McAllister’s organizational research distinguishes cognition-based and affect-based
forms of interpersonal trust [34, 52]. Lewis and Weigert likewise argue for a sociological understanding
in which cognitive and emotional dimensions coexist within a broader social reality of trust [44]. These
approaches differ substantially, but they jointly make it difficult to reduce every trust relation to the output
of one homogeneous evidential calculus.

This heterogeneity provides one foundation for the paper’s later account of poetic structure. A trust-
relevant configuration can contain explicit reasons, affective responses, memories, habits, social expecta-
tions, spatial cues, embodied reactions, and symbolic elements at the same time. Their effects need not be
additive or independently intelligible. A gesture may matter because it recalls an earlier event. A routine
may become reassuring because it has survived repeated disturbances. A place may carry the memory of
prior repair. A formal assurance may become persuasive only because it arrives from an institution already
situated within a trusted network.

The important implication is not that affect replaces reason or that symbolic meaning overrides evi-
dence. Such substitutions would reproduce the very reductionism this paper seeks to avoid. The impli-
cation is compositional. The relational effect of an element can depend on the configuration in which it
appears. Consequently, a theory of trust formation may sometimes require more than a list of independent
antecedents. It may need to represent interactions among elements, their temporal order, and the history
through which their meaning has become available.

This also clarifies why the term poetic is introduced cautiously. The term identifies a structural prob-
lem of composition, not an invitation to suspend epistemic standards. The later argument will ask how
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heterogeneous and partially indirect elements become significant together, while preserving the possibility
that such significance can mislead, manipulate, or diverge from trustworthiness.

2.4 Institutions, Social Production

Trust is also studied beyond the dyad. Lewis and Weigert locate trust within a sociological account of
social reality rather than reducing it to an isolated individual disposition [44]. Zucker’s historical and
organizational analysis examines institutional sources through which trust is produced, shifting attention
toward characteristic-based, process-based, and institutionally supported conditions of economic coordi-
nation [81]. Later work on institutional trust building continues to examine how formal and informal
institutional arrangements can shape trust between organizations [4].

This literature is indispensable for any governance-oriented theory of trust. Participants rarely en-
counter one another in an empty field. Professional roles, legal forms, reputational infrastructures, certi-
fication systems, organizational histories, social categories, technical standards, insurance, contracts, and
public institutions can all modify the initial relational conditions. Such structures may lower the cost of
first cooperation or make otherwise unavailable forms of reliance possible.

From a generative perspective, however, institutional support introduces a second recursive layer. In-
stitutions can help generate trust, while trust can in turn alter the operation of institutions. High trust can
reduce monitoring, increase voluntary compliance, widen discretion, and enable informal coordination.
Low trust can increase documentation, verification, defensive procedure, and enforcement. These changes
can then affect how institutions are experienced and what evidence they produce. A trusted procedure may
generate smooth participation that appears to confirm its legitimacy; a distrusted procedure may generate
resistance and surveillance that further changes the relationship between institution and participant.

MCcEvily, Perrone, and Zaheer provide an especially relevant bridge by showing how trust can influence
organizing through structuring and mobilizing pathways [53]. Dirks and Ferrin similarly distinguish direct
effects from processes through which trust changes the influence of other determinants on organizational
outcomes [14]. These contributions reinforce a key premise of the present paper: trust does not merely
register a relation; it can alter what participants subsequently do inside that relation.

The additional step proposed here is to feed these consequences back into the formation of later trust.
If trust changes organizing, and changed organizing changes future interaction, then the consequences
of trust can become new antecedents of trust. The resulting loop is not guaranteed to be positive. It
can stabilize cooperation, conceal deterioration, produce dependence, expose contradictions, or generate a
sudden transition toward distrust. What matters is that the loop itself becomes analytically visible.

2.5 Development, Coexistence, Multiplicity

Process-oriented work already rejects the idea that trust appears fully formed. Lewicki and Bunker de-
scribe developmental changes in work relationships and connect different relational conditions to different
bases for trust [42]. Mollering emphasizes the process through which trust forms, including interpretation
and suspension [55]. Institutional accounts likewise investigate trust-building processes rather than only
terminal states [4]. These lines of research make clear that the present paper’s concern with temporal
formation has substantial precedents.

At the same time, development should not be narrated on a single ladder running from low trust to high
trust. Lewicki, McAllister, and Bies argue that trust and distrust can coexist rather than forming opposite
endpoints of one dimension [43]. This is highly compatible with a relational-landscape view. A person may
trust another actor’s technical competence while distrusting their motives. An organization may be trusted
to execute a routine operation but distrusted when incentives change. A public institution may receive
procedural reliance together with deep suspicion of its political objectives. Relations can therefore contain
multiple domains, multiple evaluative dimensions, and partially conflicting histories.

Such multiplicity matters for attractor language. If trust and distrust can coexist, it is hazardous to
represent the whole relation by a single scalar without empirical justification. A trajectory may approach
stability in one domain while becoming unstable in another. A perturbation may leave competence trust
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intact while destroying confidence in benevolence or integrity. Repair may restore one component but not
the others. The relevant state space may therefore need to be multidimensional, domain-specific, or layered
across scales.

Research Obligation 2.3 (Preserve relational heterogeneity). Any later formalization that compresses
trust into a small number of variables must state what distinctions are being discarded. In particular, a
scalar representation should not be taken to be ontologically complete merely because it is mathematically
convenient.

The same caution applies to scale. Interpersonal, interorganizational, institutional, and political trust
may share structural features while relying on different mechanisms. The recurrence of terms such as
vulnerability, expectation, history, and institutional support does not by itself license a single universal
model.

2.6 Trust, Distrust, Evidential Environments

The preceding traditions can now be brought together around a narrower question. Vulnerability creates
consequential openings. Uncertainty requires participants to proceed without complete determination.
Cognitive and affective processes shape interpretation. Institutions modify the conditions under which
reliance becomes possible. Trust affects organizing and cooperation. Relations develop through time, and
trust can coexist with distrust across domains. Taken together, these insights imply that a trust relation can
modify the environment from which its later confirmation or disconfirmation is drawn.

Consider two simple trajectories. In the first, modest initial trust increases communication. Better
communication makes coordination easier. Successful coordination produces shared experience and lowers
the cost of future communication. Ambiguous failures are investigated before participants infer betrayal.
The relation thereby becomes increasingly resilient to small perturbations. In the second trajectory, modest
distrust increases monitoring and defensive withholding. Withholding reduces the information available
for coordination. Coordination becomes more fragile, failures become more common, and each failure
is interpreted against an already suspicious background. The result can be an increasingly closed distrust
trajectory.

Neither sequence is inevitable, and neither should be taken for a universal psychological law. External
shocks, asymmetric power, new information, institutional intervention, strategic manipulation, or deliberate
reflection can interrupt either loop. The examples instead illustrate a structural possibility: trust and distrust
can participate in producing the future conditions under which they are updated.

This possibility also creates an epistemic difficulty. A self-reinforcing relation can generate evidence
that appears to validate the relation because alternative interactions are no longer sampled. A trusted actor
receives more opportunities to demonstrate reliability; a distrusted actor receives fewer opportunities to do
so. A trusted institution receives voluntary cooperation that makes its procedures work more smoothly;
a distrusted institution may encounter resistance that degrades performance. Observed outcomes may
therefore reflect both underlying trustworthiness and the relational pathway through which opportunities
were distributed.

The problem resembles neither simple bias nor simple accuracy. A trusting relation may reveal genuine
properties that would otherwise remain hidden, and a distrusting relation may protect participants from
exploitation. Yet both can also become partially self-confirming. The analytical task is to distinguish
cases in which feedback improves access to relevant evidence from cases in which feedback narrows the
evidential environment and shields the relation from correction.

Definition 2.4 (Recursive trust formation). A trust process exhibits recursive formation when a trust-
relevant state at one time changes actions, interactions, or interpretive conditions in ways that affect the
production or evaluation of trust-relevant information at a later time.

The definition does not require positive feedback. Recursive formation includes reinforcement, weak-
ening, oscillation, repair, and abrupt reversal. It also does not require conscious intention. Participants may
alter future trust conditions simply by acting under the practical consequences of current trust or distrust.
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2.7 Conceptual Opening, Attractors

The literature reviewed here therefore leaves the present paper with a precise opening rather than an empty
field. Existing theories already explain many pieces of trust: accepted vulnerability, positive expectation,
affect, interpretation, institutional production, developmental processes, multidimensionality, and organi-
zational consequences. Dynamic work also goes further than a static antecedent-outcome picture: trust
has been modeled through evolution, reciprocity, spirals, complex-adaptive interaction, temporal mecha-
nisms, and self-reinforcing lock-in [33, 68, 21, 32, 77, 57]. The question pursued in the remainder of the
paper is therefore not whether trust changes over time. It concerns which feedback mechanisms change the
conditions of later trust, when those mechanisms justify stronger dynamical claims, and how historically
composed meaning enters the same recursion.

This shift changes the unit of analysis. The object is no longer only the trustor’s current judgment, the
trustee’s current properties, or the current institutional guarantee. It is also the evolving configuration that
links state, action, environment, interpretation, and history. A useful notation will therefore need to distin-
guish at least the relational state at time ¢, the actions enabled or inhibited by that state, the observations
generated by those actions, and the update process through which later relational states emerge.

The attractor vocabulary becomes relevant only after this recursive structure is established. A persistent
high level of reported trust is not sufficient. An attractor claim concerns the behavior of trajectories under
perturbation: whether a set of relational configurations tends to draw nearby trajectories toward it, whether
multiple stable regions coexist, whether thresholds separate qualitatively different futures, and whether the
landscape itself changes with history. These questions will be developed progressively rather than assumed
in advance.

The same recursive structure prepares the later discussion of poetic composition. If the relational state
determines which elements become salient, and if heterogeneous elements acquire significance through
historical configuration, then trust formation cannot always be represented by fixed, context-independent
weights assigned to isolated cues. Composition can affect transition. A small event may have little force in
one region of the relational landscape and redirect the trajectory in another.

Finally, the recursive view sharpens the governance problem. Designing for trust is not merely a matter
of sending better signals. An intervention can alter the future field of interaction, the distribution of vulner-
ability, the availability of verification, and the costs of exit. Once those effects feed back into the relation,
governance concerns the evolution of a relational system rather than the optimization of a momentary
attitude.

Claim 2.5 (Conceptual bridge). The trust-attractor hypothesis becomes theoretically meaningful when
three conditions are considered together: trust affects subsequent interaction; subsequent interaction affects
the production or interpretation of later trust-relevant evidence; and the resulting updates exhibit some
degree of recurrence, path dependence, resilience, or threshold behavior. The next sections develop these
conditions without presuming that every trust relation satisfies them.

This formulation also marks the paper’s principal restraint. The aim is not to rename all trust processes
with dynamical terminology. The aim is to identify which trust processes display sufficiently strong re-
cursive organization that a dynamical description clarifies rather than obscures them. That distinction will
guide the formal constructions that follow.

3 State, Feedback, Attractors

The recursive claim developed above needs a more explicit dynamical vocabulary. Trust can alter disclo-
sure, action, observation, memory, and interpretation; those changes can then enter later trust formation.
Dynamical and attractor language already appears in prior trust research [40, 45, 32]. The task here is
therefore not to introduce that language, but to specify what must be represented before terms such as
feedback, basin, perturbation, and attractor carry sufficiently restrictive analytical content for the present
relational framework.
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The evolving object is therefore not assumed to be a universal scalar trust score. It is a relational
configuration whose coordinates may include expectations, affect, memory, vulnerability, coordination op-
portunities, power over verification or exit, and institutional conditions. Actions and observations arise
inside that configuration and can subsequently transform it. Only after this recursive structure is explicit
does the section distinguish a strict dynamical attractor from a weaker trust-attractor candidate for empir-
ical work. The distinction matters because attraction concerns trajectories from a neighborhood of states,
not mere persistence [71]. Positive feedback and path dependence likewise show how historical events can
alter later possibilities without implying that every reinforcing process converges to one fixed outcome [3].

3.1 Relational Configuration, State

Let X denote a state space appropriate to a specified trust domain. A relational configuration at time ¢ is
written
X € X. (10)

The notation deliberately leaves the dimension and geometry of X" open. Different empirical settings may
require different state spaces. An interpersonal relation, an interorganizational partnership, a humanitar-
ian institution, and an online platform need not share the same variables merely because each contains
something called trust.

For exposition, one admissible decomposition is

Xt = (Bthtth7%7Ct7PtaIt)v (11)

where By collects trust-relevant beliefs or expectations, A; affective or embodied orientations, M relational
memory and interpretive history, V; vulnerability and dependence, C; available modes of coordination and
contact, P; power over monitoring, sanction, refusal, and exit, and [; institutional or technical conditions.
Equation (11) is an illustrative coordinate system, not an ontological decomposition of trust. A study can
merge, omit, or replace its components when theory and evidence justify doing so.

Definition 3.1 (Relational configuration). A relational configuration is the collection of trust-relevant con-
ditions that jointly constrain what participants can do, encounter, interpret, verify, contest, remember, and
revise at a specified time and in a specified domain.

The definition places action possibilities inside the object of inquiry. This is important because two ac-
tors can report similar expectations while inhabiting very different relations. One may possess inexpensive
exit, independent verification, and multiple alternative partners; another may depend on a single institution
that controls both information and redress. Treating those cases as identical because a survey reports the
same numerical trust score would erase conditions that can strongly affect subsequent trajectories.

The same point applies to memory. M; should not be reduced automatically to a list of past observations.
Relational memory can include which events were recorded, which were forgotten, which explanations
became conventional, which breaches were repaired, and which experiences remain available for later
reinterpretation. The history that matters for trust is therefore partly a history of relations among events,
interpretations, and present possibilities.

Research Obligation 3.2 (Domain-specific state construction). Before estimating a trust dynamic, a study
should state which relational components are represented, which are treated as external conditions, and
which are omitted. Mathematical tractability does not by itself justify the claim that the selected variables
exhaust the relation.

3.2 Action, Observation, Updating

A relational configuration matters dynamically when it affects what happens next. Let a; denote actions
selected by participants, y; the trust-relevant observations generated during the interaction, and u; exoge-
nous interventions or shocks that are not produced by the relation under study. A minimal discrete-time
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representation is

a; = Ht(Xt,dt), (12)
yi = Gi(X¢, a4, €¢), (13)
X1 = Py(Xe, g, ye, u; Hy), (14)

where d; represents the practical demand faced at time ¢, €; represents unresolved variability, and H;
denotes the relational history available to the update process. No assumption is made here that participants
consciously compute Il;, Gy, or ®;. These maps can represent learned habits, institutional procedures,
affective responses, strategic decisions, or mixed mechanisms.

Equations (12)-(14) separate three operations that static trust measures often combine. First, the cur-
rent relation changes which actions become likely or even thinkable. Second, those actions help determine
which evidence can be generated. Third, the produced evidence is interpreted within a history rather than
added mechanically to an unchanging ledger. Recursive trust formation occurs when these operations feed
back into later relational configurations.

A familiar example is disclosure. Suppose a participant discloses sensitive information because the
present relation permits vulnerability. The disclosure creates an opportunity for the other participant to
protect, exploit, ignore, or reciprocate. Whatever follows becomes evidence that would not have existed
without the prior relational opening. The next trust-relevant state is therefore conditioned partly by an
event whose possibility depended on the earlier state. The relation participates in constructing its own later
evidential environment.

This recursive structure is compatible with both reinforcement and correction. If disclosure is protected,
the relation may become more open. If disclosure is exploited, trust may collapse. If the event is ambiguous,
the existing history may influence whether the participants investigate, excuse, contest, or withdraw. The
same architecture can therefore produce convergence, oscillation, repair, polarization, or escape.

Claim 3.3 (Endogenous evidence production). When a relational configuration changes which interactions
occur, it also changes the distribution of trust-relevant evidence that can subsequently be observed. Later
evidence is then partly endogenous to the preceding relation.

This claim has an immediate epistemic consequence. Evidence produced inside a trust relation cannot
always be treated as though it were sampled from an interaction process independent of trust. A trusted
participant may receive more chances to demonstrate reliability. A distrusted participant may be excluded
before such opportunities arise. Conversely, strong distrust may induce monitoring that reveals misconduct
which trusting interaction would have missed. The relation affects not only how evidence is weighted but
sometimes which evidence becomes possible.

3.3 Mechanism, Self-Reinforcement

The phrase self-reinforcing trust can become empty if it merely restates persistence. A relation is not
self-reinforcing simply because trust at one time correlates with trust later. Reinforcement requires an
endogenous mechanism through which the current relational configuration contributes to conditions that
make related future configurations more likely or more resilient.

Several mechanisms are possible. Trust can increase communication and thereby improve coordination.
It can increase disclosure and permit richer mutual models. It can reduce the immediate cost of requesting
clarification after an ambiguous event. It can create reputational or role commitments that make reliable
action more valuable. It can also produce shared routines that reduce the friction of future cooperation.
None of these mechanisms is guaranteed, and several can operate in the opposite direction. Greater dis-
closure can increase exploitability; routine can conceal emerging problems; reputational commitment can
protect a relation from justified criticism.

Definition 3.4 (Relational self-reinforcement). A trust-relevant relational process is self-reinforcing over
a specified interval when consequences endogenously generated by its present configuration increase the
persistence, recurrence, or local recoverability of a related class of future configurations.

17



Three qualifications are built into the definition. First, reinforcement is mechanism-relative: a study
should identify what consequence feeds back into what later condition. Second, reinforcement is local and
temporal rather than necessarily permanent. A relation can reinforce itself for years and still collapse after a
sufficiently large breach. Third, reinforcement need not make the relation normatively desirable. Coercive
dependence, manipulation, and closed information environments can also produce persistence.

A useful empirical design would compare the observed process with a counterfactual in which a spec-
ified feedback channel is interrupted. Let K denote a transition kernel for the observed relational process
and K (~7) a corresponding kernel under intervention on reinforcement channel r. For a trust-supporting
region S C X, one possible operational signature at horizon 7 is

K"(x,Sr) > (KU")"(x, Sr), (15)

for specified starting states x and a theoretically justified intervention. Equation (15) is not proposed as a
universal estimator. It illustrates the stronger evidential burden implied by the term self-reinforcement: one
should be able to identify a feedback channel whose removal changes later persistence or return.

3.4 Attractors, Basins, Multistability

The attractor concept can now be stated more carefully. Consider first an autonomous deterministic system
Xt+1 = F(Xt). (16)

For a compact invariant set A C X, a standard form of attraction requires a neighborhood U such that
trajectories beginning in U approach A under repeated application of F:

dist(F"(x), A) — 0 forx € U asn — oc. (17)

The set of initial conditions that approach A constitutes its basin of attraction under the chosen definition.
Fixed points, periodic sets, and more complicated invariant sets can all participate in attractor theory; the
relevant object need not be a single equilibrium [71].

This strict formulation immediately reveals why ordinary persistence is insufficient. If trust stays high
only because no perturbation occurs, one has not yet demonstrated attraction. If a relation remains stable
only while an external subsidy is continuously applied, the relevant attractor may belong to a larger system
containing that subsidy rather than to the relation considered in isolation. If every nearby perturbation
causes permanent departure, the observed state may be long-lived without being locally attracting.

Most real trust processes will not initially satisfy the assumptions of Equation (16). They may be
stochastic, partially observed, history-dependent, strategically reflexive, and institutionally nonstationary.
The present paper therefore distinguishes strict mathematical attractors from trust-attractor candidates.

Definition 3.5 (Trust-attractor candidate). A trust-attractor candidate is a set of relational configurations
for which evidence suggests recurrent or persistent organization, a nontrivial region of approach or return,
and some capacity to recover after bounded perturbation, while the exact dynamical representation remains
an empirical and formal question.

This weaker term permits disciplined inquiry without claiming more mathematics than the evidence
supports. A candidate becomes more persuasive when one can identify: (i) a state description with empiri-
cal meaning; (ii) repeated trajectories rather than a single narrative; (iii) local perturbations and observable
recovery or escape; (iv) a basin-like dependence on initial or historical conditions; and (v) a mechanism
connecting current relational conditions to later transition probabilities.

Remark 3.6. The adjective frust identifies the relational region under study; it does not imply that every
coordinate of the attractor corresponds to positive trust. A stable trust relation may contain vigilance,
verification, limited distrust, formal safeguards, or domain-specific refusal. Robust trust can therefore
occupy a mixed relational configuration rather than a state of undifferentiated confidence.
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Attractor language becomes especially useful when several long-run regimes are possible. Let .4; and
A denote two attracting sets with basins B(.A;) and B(.A3). Two relations exposed to similar present
events can then diverge because they occupy different regions of the state space. A minor delay may be
absorbed inside one relation and interpreted as evidence of betrayal inside another. The difference need
not be located in the delay itself. It can arise from the historical configuration through which the event is
encountered.

This offers a precise way to describe one form of path dependence. Present conditions may not uniquely
determine future development if historically produced differences place otherwise similar relations in dif-
ferent basins or near different basin boundaries. Positive-feedback research has long shown how small
historical events can become consequential when subsequent processes reinforce a selected trajectory [3].
In trust research, the analogous question is not whether every early event creates lock-in. It is which rela-
tional mechanisms amplify some differences, damp others, and alter the cost of moving between regimes.

A multidimensional state space also allows trust and distrust to coexist. Instead of placing them on one
line, one can imagine regions in which technical reliance is high while motive-related suspicion remains
high, or institutional procedural confidence is stable while confidence in leadership is low. A basin can
therefore contain structured mixtures rather than a single global level of trust. Transitions between such
regions may occur component by component.

Claim 3.7 (History-sensitive response). If trust-relevant trajectories occupy different basin regions, the
same external event can generate different subsequent trajectories without requiring that the event itself
possess different intrinsic informational content. Relational history can change the event’s dynamical con-
sequence.

The claim provides one bridge to the later discussion of poetic structure. A small gesture can be
dynamically weak in one relational region and decisive in another. Its consequence depends on composition
with memory, vulnerability, expectation, and current proximity to a transition boundary. The significance
of the event therefore cannot always be read from the event in isolation.

3.5 History, Perturbation, Landscape

A fixed attractor landscape is still too restrictive for many generative relations. Repeated interaction can
change not only the current state but also the rules through which later states are produced. Participants
learn new ways to interpret one another, institutions change procedures, reputational systems are redesigned,
communication channels are opened or closed, and power over exit can shift. The effective transition
structure can therefore evolve with the trajectory.

To represent this possibility, let 8; collect parameters or rules governing relational updating. Instead
of a fixed map F', consider

Xt11 = P(X¢,a4,y1:0y), (18)
0t+1 = \II(Bt,xt,at,yt,ut). (19)

Equation (18) describes movement under the presently available relational rules. Equation (19) describes
change in those rules. The second equation is essential for relations in which history alters sensitivity,
interpretive conventions, institutional safeguards, or the availability of future actions.

Definition 3.8 (Relational landscape deformation). Relational landscape deformation occurs when interac-
tion history changes the transition structure governing later relational dynamics, so that future movement
cannot be represented adequately by a single time-invariant update rule on the original state space.

This distinction separates two forms of change that are easily conflated. A relation can move to a
new point within an otherwise fixed landscape, or the landscape itself can be reorganized. Successful
repair after a breach may do both. The immediate relation can return toward cooperation, while the repair
process creates a new norm of disclosure, a new verification procedure, or a new shared interpretation of
what counts as warning. Later perturbations are then encountered under different transition rules.
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The same mechanism can deepen harmful dependence. A manipulative relation can change the par-
ticipant’s information access, available alternatives, or criteria for interpreting warning signs. Persistence
then reflects not merely movement toward a stable state but transformation of the conditions under which
escape could occur. This is one reason stability cannot be treated as a proxy for legitimacy.

Proposition 3.9 (State stability does not imply rule stability). An observed relational state can remain
within a narrow region while the rules that govern future transitions change substantially. Consequently, a
stable series of trust reports does not establish that the underlying relational landscape is stable.

Proof. Let x; remain in a neighborhood U for an interval while 6; changes according to Equation (19).
If ®(-;0,) differs across that interval, then identical later perturbations can generate different responses
even though the observed state remained inside U. Stability of x; therefore does not entail stability of the
transition rule. O

The proposition is elementary, but it has substantive implications for trust measurement. Cross-
sectional stability can coexist with growing fragility, increasing dependence, or improving resilience. To
distinguish these cases one must study response properties and evolving relational mechanisms rather than
only state levels.

Attractor claims become empirically informative when relations are observed under perturbation. A
perturbation can be a missed obligation, contradictory information, leadership change, communication
delay, institutional failure, third-party accusation, sudden dependency, or deliberate stress test. The relevant
question is not simply whether trust falls. It is what the trajectory does afterward.

Several response patterns should be distinguished. A relation can return close to its prior region; it
can settle into a different but still cooperative configuration; it can oscillate for an extended period; it can
cross into a distrust-dominated regime; or it can dissolve. Repair therefore need not mean restoration of
the pre-breach state. A repaired relation may have different verification practices, boundaries, memories,
and distributions of vulnerability. In the coevolutionary representation above, repair can change both x;
and 0;.

For a strict autonomous system with attractor .4, one can define a return-time observable after pertur-
bation. If a perturbed state Xy remains inside the basin, then for tolerance € > 0 let

7e = inf {n > 0 : dist(F"(Xp), A) < €}. (20)

Shorter or longer return times can then become one component of an empirical resilience analysis. In
social applications, however, the meaning of return must be specified carefully. A quick return to reported
confidence can reflect genuine repair, suppression of dissent, renewed dependence, or measurement insen-
sitivity.

Work on critical transitions in complex systems shows why recovery behavior, multistability, and
regime shifts can carry information about changing stability [67]. That literature should not be transferred
mechanically to trust. It does, however, motivate testable questions. Does recovery from comparable
minor breaches become slower over time? Does the variance of relational responses increase near a transi-
tion? Does the relation begin to switch repeatedly between cooperative and defensive regimes? Are there
hysteresis-like effects in which restoring the original external condition fails to restore the prior relation?
These are hypotheses to be tested, not generic properties of trust.

Research Obligation 3.10 (Perturbation evidence). A strong empirical claim about a trust attractor should
include evidence about responses to perturbation or naturally occurring disturbances. Persistence without
perturbation provides weaker evidence because it does not reveal local recovery, basin boundaries, or escape
behavior.

Escape deserves equal attention. A relation that repeatedly returns to a trust-supporting region after be-
nign perturbations may nevertheless prevent exit after harmful ones. Conversely, the possibility of low-cost
exit can make trust more ethically acceptable even when it reduces persistence. A governance framework
therefore needs at least two distinct questions: whether the relation is dynamically resilient and whether
participants retain meaningful capacity to revise or leave it.
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3.6 Identification, Stability, Justice

The framework can now be translated into an empirical research programme. No single indicator estab-
lishes an attractor. The case becomes stronger when several forms of evidence converge.

First, repeated trajectories should reveal recurrence or persistent organization in a relational state space
whose coordinates have substantive meaning. Second, nearby starting configurations should display some
tendency to approach similar regions under comparable conditions. Third, bounded perturbations should
permit observation of recovery, reorganization, or basin escape. Fourth, historical differences should help
explain divergent responses to similar present events. Fifth, at least one endogenous feedback mechanism
should connect current trust-relevant conditions to later opportunities, evidence, or interpretation. Sixth,
where the landscape itself appears to change, the analysis should model or document that deformation
rather than forcing the process into a stationary representation.

Candidate empirical signatures therefore include path-dependent response, asymmetric recovery after
comparable breaches, hysteresis-like patterns, changes in return time, regime switching, structured resis-
tance to small perturbations, and discontinuous change after threshold-crossing events. None of these is
unique to trust, and none proves a specific mechanism on its own. Their value lies in converting a broad
metaphor into a sequence of falsifiable questions.

Claim 3.11 (Empirical content). The trust-attractor hypothesis becomes empirically meaningful only when
it restricts expected trajectories. It should identify relational states, feedback mechanisms, perturbations,
and response patterns whose observation could strengthen or weaken the attractor interpretation.

This requirement also protects the framework from retrospective storytelling. If every persistence,
collapse, repair, or betrayal can be redescribed after the fact as an attractor phenomenon, the concept
predicts nothing. The model must expose itself to failure by stating which trajectories would be inconsistent
with the proposed landscape or mechanism.

The section closes with a distinction that will govern the rest of the paper. Dynamical stability is
a property of trajectories under specified transition rules. Trustworthiness concerns whether reliance is
warranted by relevant features of the trustee, institution, or relation. Justice concerns additional questions
about power, vulnerability, voice, revision, distribution, and exit. These properties can vary independently.

A trustworthy relation may remain dynamically fragile because participants have little shared history.
An untrustworthy institution can occupy a highly stable region because information is controlled and al-
ternatives are costly. A just institutional arrangement can deliberately preserve contestation and easy exit,
thereby reducing lock-in. A durable relation can therefore be good or bad, warranted or unwarranted,
emancipatory or coercive. Stability supplies no normative verdict.

Proposition 3.12 (Non-equivalence of stability and warrant). The existence of a stable or attracting trust-
supporting regime does not entail that the underlying object of trust is trustworthy, nor that the relation is
just.

The proposition is not a technical theorem about a particular empirical model; it records a categorical
separation among three questions that the later analysis must preserve. The next stage of the paper can
therefore study how trust-supporting regimes are generated and reinforced without treating their persistence
as evidence of moral legitimacy. This separation will become especially important when the analysis turns
to heterogeneous cues, poetic composition, engineered environments, and the possibility that relational
conditions can be deliberately arranged to produce confidence.

4 Composition, Salience, Meaning
Dynamical language clarifies persistence, perturbation, and historical changes in relational trajectories, but

it does not by itself explain why individually weak, indirect, or ambiguous events can acquire large trust-
relevant significance within a particular history. A remembered act can change the meaning of a later
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silence; a familiar rhythm of response can make a short message reassuring; a minor inconsistency can
become decisive when it resonates with an older pattern of concealment.

This section develops poetic relational composition for that problem. The concept concerns structure
rather than an identity between trust and poetry: heterogeneous and partially indeterminate elements can
acquire meaning through relation, sequence, recurrence, embodiment, memory, and context. The compo-
nent phenomena are not new to trust research. Framing can alter inferred intentions and trust judgments;
embodied verbal and non-verbal conduct can combine in the construction of clinical trust; affect and sym-
bolic interaction enter accounts of trust development; and observable ritual conformity can increase trust
under experimentally controlled conditions [35, 10, 33, 73].

The narrower proposal concerns the composition of such elements. Its intellectual neighbors include
Ricoeur’s account of semantic innovation, Goodman’s plural symbolic functions, Goffman’s analysis of
frames, and Bohme’s work on atmospheres [63, 25, 24, 7]. The claim earns separate terminology only
when sequence, interaction, historical embedding, or cross-modal relations add explanatory value beyond
a model in which each cue contributes a fixed independent weight.

4.1 Composition, Heterogeneity, Condensation

The expression poetic structure can easily become too broad. If every context-dependent interpretation
is called poetic, the term loses analytic value. If the term is restricted to verse, metaphor, or artistic
production, it cannot describe the relational phenomenon at issue here. A narrower middle position is
therefore required.

Definition 4.1 (Poetic relational composition). A configuration exhibits poetic relational composition when
trust-relevant significance is generated through the historically situated composition of heterogeneous, par-
tial, or indirect elements, such that the significance of the configuration cannot be adequately reconstructed
by assigning each element a fixed context-independent contribution and simply adding those contributions
together.

Five features are central to this definition. First, the relevant elements can be heterogeneous: propo-
sitions, gestures, silences, spatial arrangements, embodied responses, institutional symbols, temporal
rhythms, remembered acts, third-party guarantees, or material objects can participate in the same con-
figuration. Second, their meaning is historically indexed. A cue can carry a different significance after
betrayal, repair, shared difficulty, or long cooperation. Third, the composition is interactive. One element
can amplify, qualify, neutralize, or reverse another. Fourth, the result remains underdetermined with
respect to trustworthiness. A configuration can produce confidence without proving that confidence
warranted. Fifth, the composition has trajectory relevance: it changes the probabilities of later disclosure,
reliance, verification, withdrawal, interpretation, or repair.

The adjective poetic therefore refers to a family of compositional properties rather than to a literary
identity. The same structural properties can occur in ordinary interpersonal life, organizational routines,
diplomacy, religious practice, interface design, architecture, public ceremony, or clinical interaction. Some
configurations may be intentionally designed; others emerge without an author. Some may be experienced
as beautiful; others may be ordinary, uncomfortable, or barely noticed.

Remark 4.2 (No aesthetic warrant). Calling a trust-generating configuration poetic does not confer epis-
temic or moral authority on it. Poetic composition can support warranted trust, misplaced trust, distrust,
manipulation, repair, or resistance. The term characterizes a mode of relational meaning-formation, not
the truth or justice of the resulting judgment.

This qualification is especially important because trust often contains a gap between what is explicitly
known and what is practically accepted. Mollering’s account of interpretation and suspension already shows
why trust cannot be reduced to a completed calculation of evidence [55]. The present proposal adds a
further question: how are the elements that enter such interpretation organized before, during, and after
the act of trusting? The answer may involve more than evidence quantity. It can depend on form, sequence,
salience, embodiment, and relation-specific history.
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Let C; = {cit,-..,cnt} denote the set of trust-relevant cues available or salient at time ¢. A cue
need not be linguistic. It can be an observed action, tone of voice, institutional seal, remembered promise,
physical arrangement, delay, bodily response, testimony from another person, or absence where an action
was expected. Let H; denote the relation’s history, X; its current relational state, and I'; a broader context
containing relevant institutional, material, and cultural conditions.

A simple additive representation would assign each cue a fixed weight and calculate a trust-relevant
quantity by summation. Such models can be useful for some purposes, but they exclude in advance the
phenomenon under examination. The same silence can signify comfort in one relation, indifference in
another, and danger in a third. A promise can be reassuring when accompanied by costly commitment
and suspicious when embedded in a history of strategic reassurance. An institutional logo can stabilize
expectation for one person and activate a history of exclusion for another.

The present framework therefore introduces an interpretive-compositional operator

my = P(C<t, Hy, X, T't) (21)

where m; denotes the trust-relevant meaning generated from the available configuration. The notation does
not assume that meaning is one-dimensional. It can be a vector containing, for example, perceived sincerity,
danger, familiarity, coherence, recognition, reliability, or motive-related concern. Nor does Equation (21)
imply that an individual consciously computes P. The operator is a placeholder for the process through
which a relational configuration becomes meaningful enough to affect later action and interpretation.

The relational dynamics from Section 3 can then be extended schematically:

X1 = P(X¢, a1, 04, m450y) . (22)

The point of the additional term is not to privilege interpretation over material action. It is to represent the
fact that actions and observations do not enter relational updating without organization. Their consequences
depend partly on what they become within the relation.

Claim 4.3 (Context dependence). For a trust-relevant cue ¢, no general theory should assume that its

relational effect is invariant across histories and configurations. If Ht(l), xgl), and Fgl) differ materially

from Ht(z), ng) , and F§2), the same observable cue can acquire different meanings and produce different
later trajectories.

This claim is intentionally modest. It does not deny regularities. Some cues may have robust average
effects across populations or institutions. The claim only rejects the stronger assumption that the cue carries
a fixed relational meaning independently of the configuration in which it appears.

One reason poetic composition matters is that the observable size of an event and its relational con-
sequence need not be proportional. A short sentence can reorganize a long conflict. A small breach can
dissolve a fragile repair. A minor act can become memorable because it occurs at a point of unusual vul-
nerability. These cases should not be romanticized as mysterious. Their force can be analyzed through the
amount of relational history that the event activates.

Definition 4.4 (Relational condensation). Relational condensation occurs when a comparatively small
present event acquires substantial trust-relevant significance because it activates, reorganizes, or makes
salient a larger distributed structure of memory, expectation, vulnerability, symbolism, or prior interac-
tion.

Condensation gives a more precise interpretation to the intuition that a single gesture can “mean a great
deal.” The event need not contain all of that meaning intrinsically. It can function as an access point into
a wider relational configuration. A familiar phrase may recall a prior episode of care. A changed routine
may make a previously invisible dependency visible. A public defense by a colleague may condense years
of uncertainty about whether support will remain when it becomes costly.

This mechanism also explains why outsiders can misjudge trust relations. An observer who sees only
the present event may regard the response as excessive or irrational because the observer lacks the history
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through which the event is being interpreted. Conversely, insiders can overread a small cue because a
strong existing narrative causes them to assimilate ambiguous evidence too easily. Relational condensation
is therefore compatible with both insight and error.

A useful analytic distinction is between event magnitude and relational leverage. Event magnitude con-
cerns the direct observable change produced by an occurrence. Relational leverage concerns how strongly
that occurrence changes subsequent interpretation or transition probabilities within a historically formed
configuration. A low-magnitude event can have high relational leverage when the system is highly suscep-
tible to the pattern it activates.

Example 4.5 (A remembered act). Suppose two collaborators have worked together for several years.
During an earlier crisis, one collaborator quietly accepted a personal cost to protect the other’s work without
public recognition. Years later, a brief ambiguous message arrives during a new conflict. The literal content
of the message is weak evidence about future conduct. Yet its wording recalls the earlier event and activates
a history in which costly support has already been observed. The later message can therefore have greater
relational leverage than its propositional content alone would suggest. This increased leverage still does not
prove that reliance is warranted in the new situation.

The example illustrates why a poetic account is not a theory of irrationality. The historical association
may contain genuine information. The analytic point is that the information is carried and reorganized
through a configuration whose force is not exhausted by the surface content of the immediate cue.

4.2 Sequence, Rhythm, Embodiment, Atmosphere

Trust is not generated only by what happens. It can also depend on when, how often, in what sequence, and
with what interruption events occur. Temporal form therefore belongs to the relational configuration.

Consider response timing. A single delayed reply may have little significance. Repeated delays at
moments of vulnerability can form a pattern. A previously reliable rhythm that suddenly breaks can become
salient before the reason for the break is known. Conversely, a relation characterized by variable timing
may not assign special significance to the same delay. The trust-relevant unit is not necessarily the event in
isolation but the event’s position within a temporal pattern.

Silence has the same ambiguity. Silence can indicate comfort, respect, withdrawal, concealment, pun-
ishment, or simply absence of communicative need. Its significance depends on expectation and history.
This makes silence an important example of why a cue need not be a positive observable object. What is
missing can become meaningful when the relation contains a sufficiently specific expectation of presence.

Let At; denote intervals between a recurrent class of interactions. The pattern { A¢; } can itself become
part of H;. A disturbance in that pattern can then affect m; even when no explicit proposition changes. The
same applies to ordering. Apology followed by disclosure may be interpreted differently from disclosure
that occurs only after detection. A guarantee provided before vulnerability is accepted can have a different
meaning from an identical guarantee offered after dependence has already been created.

Proposition 4.6 (Temporal non-commutativity). Where trust-relevant meaning depends on relational his-
tory, two otherwise similar events need not have the same effect when their order is reversed. Consequently,
the composition of trust-relevant events can be temporally non-commutative.

Proof. Let ¢, and ¢, be events whose meanings depend on the state produced by prior events. If processing
cq first changes the relational state or interpretive context in which ¢ is encountered, then the meaning
assigned to ¢;, under the sequence (¢, ¢) can differ from its meaning under (cy, ¢, ). The resulting updates
of x; therefore need not be identical. Equality requires additional assumptions, such as history-independent
cue effects, that the present framework does not impose. O

The proposition is simple but important for empirical design. Studies that collapse relational events
into unordered counts can erase a source of causally relevant structure. Ten positive interactions do not
necessarily have the same consequence when they occur before rather than after a severe breach. Likewise,
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a single disclosure can have different consequences depending on whether it was volunteered, requested,
compelled, or discovered.

The compositional account also permits trust formation to include embodied and spatial conditions
without reducing trust to atmosphere. Bohme’s work is useful here because it treats atmospheres as aes-
thetically and spatially organized conditions of experience and explicitly connects them to architecture,
design, staging, and commodity environments [7]. For the present argument, the important point is more
limited: trust judgments and trustful conduct take place somewhere, in bodies, through sensory and mate-
rial arrangements that can affect attention, exposure, comfort, vigilance, and perceived formality.

A meeting behind a security barrier, a conversation at a shared table, a hospital room, a courtroom,
a private home, and an encrypted digital interface do not provide interchangeable experiential conditions.
Lighting, distance, access control, seating, surveillance, uniforms, sound, and the visibility of exit can
contribute to how vulnerability is felt and interpreted. These features may be instrumentally relevant as
well: a locked door changes not only atmosphere but actual exit conditions.

The framework should therefore resist two opposite errors. The first is cognitive reductionism, which
treats every trust-relevant contribution as an explicit belief. The second is atmospheric determinism, which
treats felt comfort or solemnity as sufficient to generate justified trust. An elegant building, warm tone,
familiar scent, or carefully designed interface can make a relation easier to enter without making its com-
mitments more reliable.

Claim 4.7 (Embodied contribution without evidential sufficiency). Embodied, spatial, and atmospheric
conditions can participate in the formation of experienced trust while remaining insufficient evidence of
the trustworthiness of the person or institution that arranged those conditions.

This separation will become normatively important later. The more effectively a setting can shape
experienced safety, the more important it becomes to ask who controls that setting, what information it
makes salient, which forms of vulnerability it conceals, and whether participants can revise their judgment
outside the staged environment.

4.3 Frames, Salience, Perturbation

A relation is exposed to more information than can be treated as equally important. Trust formation there-
fore requires selection. Certain events become salient; others remain background. Certain inconsistencies
are interpreted as noise; others become diagnostic. Goffman’s work on frames is relevant because it em-
phasizes that experience is organized through structures that affect what participants take an occurrence to
be [24]. The present framework extends this insight into a historical-relational question: how do relations
themselves help produce the frames through which later evidence is selected and interpreted?

Repeated cooperation can create a generous frame in which ambiguity is resolved charitably. Repeated
deception can create a defensive frame in which the same ambiguity is treated as a warning. Institutions
also provide frames: professional roles, legal categories, credentials, ceremonies, and procedural scripts
can tell participants what kind of interaction is occurring and what counts as normal evidence within it.

The selection problem has an aesthetic dimension in a broad sense. Among many available cues, some
appear fitting, discordant, sincere, artificial, coherent, or striking before the participant can fully articulate
why. The paper does not assume that such judgments are infallible or reducible to beauty. Their importance
lies in their capacity to reorganize attention. A small discordance can suddenly make a previously stable
narrative visible as a narrative rather than a fact.

This provides one route by which contingency enters trust formation. Not every available cue becomes
consequential. A particular cue can become salient at a particular moment because the current relational
configuration is susceptible to it. Another observer, or the same observer at another time, may select a
different feature. Such contingency need not imply arbitrariness. It can be conditioned by history, current
vulnerability, learned categories, cultural forms, and the relational position of the interpreter.

Definition 4.8 (Relational salience). Relational salience is the context-dependent prominence acquired by
an event, cue, absence, or pattern within a relational configuration, measured not merely by perceptual
notice but by its capacity to reorganize trust-relevant interpretation or action.
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Relational salience can itself become self-reinforcing. Once a participant begins attending to signs
of reliability, future confirming cues may be noticed more readily. Once suspicion becomes dominant,
anomalies may receive greater weight. This feedback can stabilize a trust or distrust trajectory, but it can
also produce confirmation bias. The attractor framework therefore gains an interpretive mechanism: a basin
can partly persist because the relation changes which evidence is noticed and how ambiguous evidence is
classified.

The connection between poetic composition and attractor dynamics becomes clearest near a basin
boundary. Suppose a relation is located well inside a stable trust-supporting region. Many small ambigu-
ous events may be absorbed without substantial change. If the relation approaches a boundary because
of accumulated strain, however, an event that would previously have been minor can become trajectory-
changing.

Let d; denote a local measure of distance from a relevant basin boundary and let §m; denote the change
in trust-relevant meaning produced by a newly salient composition. The paper does not assume a universal
function between these quantities. The qualitative hypothesis is that, other conditions held sufficiently
similar, the same dm; can have greater probability of producing regime change when d; is small than when
the relation lies far inside a stable region.

Definition 4.9 (Poetic perturbation). A poetic perturbation is a relationally consequential change whose
force arises substantially from the composition, timing, or historical resonance of its elements rather than
from the independently measured magnitude of any single element.

The definition does not imply that the perturbation is pleasant or artistic. A discovered inconsistency
can be poetic in this technical sense if its force comes from how it reorganizes several previously discon-
nected memories. A repair gesture can have the same structure when it connects apology, acknowledgment,
material restitution, and a remembered norm into a newly coherent configuration.

Claim 4.10 (Boundary-sensitive amplification). Where a relation is near a transition boundary, a small
event with high relational leverage can redirect the trajectory even when the event would not have done
so in a more stable region. Large effects from small events therefore need not imply mysterious causation;
they can arise from the conjunction of compositional meaning and dynamical susceptibility.

This claim links two parts of the paper that could otherwise remain separate. Poetic composition
explains how an event acquires relational leverage. Attractor dynamics explains why that leverage can
matter differently across regions of the relational landscape. The combination offers a hypothesis for why
apparently disproportionate transitions sometimes occur without asserting that every abrupt change has this
structure.

4.4 Polysemy, Ambiguity, Over-Reading

Poetic composition increases explanatory reach only if ambiguity is retained. The same cue can support
several interpretations, and the relation can select among them incorrectly. A warm gesture can be sincere,
strategic, habitual, or misread. A formal ritual can express genuine commitment while also functioning as
impression management. A shared hardship can create solidarity among some participants and coercive
dependence among others.

The framework therefore distinguishes experienced coherence from epistemic adequacy. A configuration
can feel coherent because many cues fit one another under a particular frame. That coherence can be
informative, but it can also be manufactured or selectively constructed. The fact that a story explains many
observations does not establish that it is the only or best explanation of those observations.

This problem is especially acute under asymmetric power. A more powerful actor may control which
cues are available, which memories are publicly validated, which interpretations appear legitimate, and
which spatial or institutional settings frame the interaction. The actor can therefore influence not only the
content of evidence but the compositional environment through which evidence becomes meaningful.
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Proposition 4.11 (Compositional efficacy does not imply epistemic adequacy). If a configuration effec-
tively increases experienced trust, it does not follow that the configuration provides sufficient evidence for the
trustworthiness of the trusted object.

Proof. Experienced trust and trustworthiness are distinct variables. A configuration can alter interpreta-
tion, affect, salience, or perceived safety while leaving the underlying reliability, motives, competence,
or institutional incentives unchanged. Therefore a positive effect on experienced trust does not logically
establish a corresponding change in trustworthiness. O

This proposition complements the previous section’s separation of dynamical stability from warrant.
Together, the two distinctions prevent the paper from treating successful trust production as a normative
success.

4.5 Design, Manipulation, Identification

Once trust formation is understood compositionally, deliberate design becomes an unavoidable topic. Orga-
nizations routinely arrange interfaces, rooms, uniforms, procedures, narratives, symbols, response scripts,
guarantees, and rituals. Such arrangements are not inherently manipulative. Many are necessary for in-
telligibility, coordination, accessibility, or reassurance. The harder question concerns when the design of
trust-producing conditions becomes normatively problematic.

A useful distinction is between designs that make relevant features of a relation more legible and designs
that create confidence while obscuring those features. A visible audit trail can increase trust by making
accountability easier to inspect. A ceremonial display can increase trust while providing no additional
accountability. A calm interface can help users understand a risky process, or it can reduce vigilance
toward risks that remain unchanged. The surface technique does not determine the ethical category; the
relation among experience, evidence, power, and available revision does.

Bohme’s discussion of staging and aesthetic economy is useful because it shows that atmospheres can
be deliberately produced within architecture, commerce, and public life [7]. In a trust framework, this
suggests a research programme rather than an accusation. Which components of a designed environment
affect experienced trust? Which of those components also track actual trustworthiness? Which make
counterevidence harder to notice? Which preserve meaningful exit and independent verification?

Research Obligation 4.12 (Separate production from warrant). Empirical studies of designed trust en-
vironments should measure, where possible, both their effects on experienced trust and their relation to
independent indicators of trustworthiness, accountability, contestability, and exit. An intervention that
raises confidence alone is normatively underdetermined.

The threshold of manipulation cannot be defined by intentionality alone. Unintended environments can
still distort judgment, while intentional reassurance can be legitimate. Later sections will therefore need a
richer account involving disclosure, vulnerability, asymmetry, reversibility, and the capacity of participants
to inspect or contest the trust-generating conditions.

The language of poetic structure risks becoming unfalsifiable unless translated into observable ques-
tions. Several strategies can make the proposal more empirically disciplined.

First, researchers can compare the same cue across different relational histories. If a cue’s effect
changes systematically with prior betrayal, cooperation, institutional identity, or vulnerability, this supports
a context-dependent account. Second, sequence can be manipulated or observed: identical informational
components can be presented or encountered in different orders to test whether temporal composition
changes trust-relevant responses. Third, multimodal environments can be decomposed. Researchers can
vary textual guarantees, spatial arrangements, visual symbols, interaction rhythm, and verification oppor-
tunities separately and jointly to estimate interaction effects. Fourth, longitudinal designs can examine
whether certain cues acquire or lose salience as a relation develops. Fifth, perturbation studies can test
whether highly condensed events are especially consequential near periods of relational instability.

Qualitative methods remain essential because the relevant meaning cannot always be specified in ad-
vance. Process tracing, diaries, interviews, conversation analysis, ethnography, archival reconstruction,
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and multimodal analysis can help identify which events participants experienced as trajectory-changing
and how those events became connected to prior history. These methods should not simply accept retro-
spective narratives at face value. They can compare narratives with contemporaneous records, behavioral
changes, and the accounts of differently positioned participants.

Formal modeling can investigate candidate mechanisms without replacing the interpretive work. One
model can assign context-dependent weights to cues. Another can allow interactions among cues to change
with history. A third can couple attentional selection to the relational state, allowing trust to change which
evidence becomes salient. The appropriate formalism will depend on the empirical problem.

Research Obligation 4.13 (Compositional evidence). A strong empirical claim about poetic relational
composition should identify at least: (i) the heterogeneous elements involved; (ii) the historical or contextual
conditions under which they acquire significance; (iii) evidence that their joint effect differs from a fixed
additive interpretation; and (iv) a consequential change in trust-relevant interpretation, action, or trajectory.

This obligation protects the concept from decorative use. It is not enough to describe an event vividly
and call it poetic. The analysis must show what was composed, how context changed its significance, and
what difference that composition made.

4.6 Governance, Limits, Implications

The section can now return to the paper’s broader argument. Trust-supporting relations are not produced
only by explicit reasons or isolated acts. They can be sustained by histories, rhythms, symbols, absences,
embodied experience, spaces, institutional frames, and contingent moments of salience. These elements
can form configurations whose significance is generated through composition. When such configurations
feed back into later attention, action, and evidence production, they can contribute to the formation and
maintenance of trust attractors.

Three separations remain indispensable. Poetic composition is not identical to poetry. Experienced
coherence is not identical to truth. Trust production is not identical to trustworthiness. These distinctions
allow the concept to do analytic work without becoming romantic or normatively permissive.

The resulting governance problem is sharper than a generic question about how to increase trust. If
trust can be shaped through compositional environments, then governance must ask who can arrange those
environments, whose memories and symbols they privilege, what forms of attention they cultivate, which
vulnerabilities they expose or conceal, and whether participants can reinterpret or leave the relation. A
system can become highly effective at generating trust while becoming less trustworthy. Conversely, care-
fully designed procedures can create conditions in which warranted trust becomes easier to form because
relevant commitments, evidence, and avenues of contestation are made more legible.

The next stage of the paper therefore turns from formation to mechanism. It will examine how trust-
supporting relations reproduce themselves through cooperation, disclosure, interpretation, evidence produc-
tion, institutional assurance, and other feedback processes. Poetic composition supplies one route through
which events become meaningful; self-reinforcement explains how those meanings can become part of the
conditions that shape what happens next.

5 Disclosure, Reciprocity, Reinforcement

Sections 3 and 4 established two pieces of the argument: relational trajectories can exhibit feedback and
history dependence, and heterogeneous events can acquire trust-relevant significance through composition.
The present section asks the causal question that connects them: through which mechanisms can already
formed trust alter the conditions under which later trust is generated?

The phrase self-reinforcing trust is otherwise too easy to use circularly. Temporal persistence can arise
from stable external conditions, selection into durable relationships, repeated measurement of a latent dis-
position, institutional constraint, or the absence of perturbation. A claim of relational self-reinforcement

28



therefore requires an intervening pathway: present trust must change action, exposure, interpretation, in-
stitutional arrangement, or the field of possible interaction, and that change must affect subsequent trust-
relevant conditions.

Existing work already supplies much of the substantive basis for this architecture. Mayer, Davis, and
Schoorman distinguish trust from risk taking; Serva, Fuller, and Mayer identify reciprocal longitudinal rela-
tions among trust, perceived trustworthiness, and risk taking; Ferrin, Bligh, and Kohles examine spirals in-
volving cooperation; Ostrom links trust, reciprocity, and reputation in collective action; Huang and Wilkin-
son place feedback inside a complex-adaptive account of business relationships; and Mollering and Sydow
show how self-reinforcement can lock organizations into a trust-based relation [50, 68, 21, 60, 32, 57]. The
purpose of this section is therefore taxonomic and diagnostic rather than priority-claiming. It separates dis-
tinct feedback channels, identifies the circumstances in which they oppose one another, and distinguishes
self-reinforcement that remains evidence-sensitive from reinforcement that narrows correction, alternatives,
or observation.

5.1 Mechanisms, Vulnerability, Disclosure

Let x; denote the relational configuration introduced in Section 3. Suppose that one component or projec-
tion of x; represents a trust-supporting orientation, denoted here by 7;. The notation does not reduce trust
to a single universal scalar. It is used only to make a local causal structure visible.

A minimal recursive pathway can be written schematically as

my = Mk(Ttaxta Hta Ft) ) (23)
Tt+1 = Fk(Tt, me, X¢, Hy, Ft) ) (24)

where M}, denotes a mechanism-specific mediator and k indexes a channel such as disclosure, cooperation,
interpretation, affect, monitoring, or institutional assurance. A local self-reinforcing effect exists only when
a change in present trust systematically changes the mediator and the induced change in the mediator tends,
under the relevant conditions, to support later trust.

For differentiable toy models, a local channel gain can be represented by

. OTi 1 Omy
Ikt = amt 6Tt .

(25)

A positive g;, ¢ indicates local reinforcement through channel £ under that specification. A negative value
indicates a locally counteracting channel. This expression is illustrative rather than a claim that empirical
trust relations are smooth, one-dimensional, or easily differentiable. In many cases, the relevant mechanism
will be discontinuous, threshold-dependent, historically indexed, or better represented qualitatively.

The important conceptual move is separation. Trust at time ¢ and the mechanism through which it
affects time ¢ + 1 are distinct objects. A person can trust more and therefore disclose more; disclosure
can then reveal either trustworthiness or betrayal. A team can trust more and therefore monitor less; re-
duced monitoring can support autonomy and performance, or it can permit hidden opportunism. A citizen
can trust an institution and therefore interpret an ambiguous failure more charitably; that interpretive gen-
erosity can protect a warranted relationship from noise, or it can delay recognition of systemic abuse.
Self-reinforcement is therefore a structure of recursion, not a claim that the recursion is always beneficial
or monotonic.

Definition 5.1 (Relational reinforcement channel). A relational reinforcement channel is a mediated path-
way through which an existing trust-supporting relational condition changes subsequent action, exposure,
interpretation, affect, institution, or interaction opportunity in a way that modifies the production or eval-
uation of later trust-relevant information.

Remark 5.2 (Persistence is insufficient). Observed persistence of trust does not by itself establish a rein-
forcement channel. Evidence for reinforcement requires some indication that trust changes an intervening
process and that the intervening process contributes to later relational updating.
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This distinction also limits the paper’s use of causal language. The following subsections identify can-
didate mechanisms and empirically supported patterns, but the existence, sign, and strength of a channel
must be established within a specified population, relation, and time scale.

Trust changes what can become knowable. This is one of the most important routes by which a relation
can begin to reproduce its own conditions. When a participant accepts vulnerability, shares information,
delegates a task, asks for help, reveals uncertainty, or permits another person to act without complete
control, the relation generates observations that could not have been produced under total withdrawal.

This point is already implicit in influential definitions of trust that place vulnerability and risk at the
center [50, 64]. The present framework emphasizes the temporal consequence. Vulnerability is not only
something that trust permits after judgment. It is also an action that changes the future evidential environ-
ment.

Consider a relation in which actor A is uncertain whether actor B will use sensitive information oppor-
tunistically. If A never discloses anything that could be misused, evidence concerning B’s restraint cannot
arise through that channel. Once some trust is sufficient for limited disclosure, B gains an opportunity to
protect, exploit, ignore, or responsibly use the information. The observed response then enters later trust
formation. Trust has helped produce the test through which its own future can be revised.

This mechanism can be represented by distinguishing exposure v; from the resulting observation o;1:

v = V (x4, '), (26)
Ot41 = O(vtvbtvrtagt)a (27)

where b; denotes the counterpart’s behavior and €; collects unobserved disturbances. The next relational
state depends partly on o441. A more trustful state can therefore increase the range of exposures, which
increases the range of possible evidence.

Claim 5.3 (Endogenous evidence production). In many trust relations, the evidence available for later trust
assessment is endogenous to earlier trust-related action. Consequently, two actors with identical initial in-
formation but different willingness to accept limited vulnerability can generate different future information
sets.

This claim has two consequences. First, trust can become self-confirming when exposure elicits trust-
worthy conduct that would not otherwise have been observable. The trusted party can experience recogni-
tion, autonomy, or an opportunity for reciprocity and respond in ways that strengthen the relation. Second,
trust can become self-correcting when exposure reveals unreliability. A recursive system can therefore
contain reinforcement without becoming closed. Indeed, the possibility of disconfirmation is one feature
that can distinguish resilient trust from mere insulation against evidence.

The quantity and severity of vulnerability matter. A relation that requires a large irreversible exposure
before any informative response becomes visible is normatively different from one that permits gradual,
reversible, and proportionate testing. This difference will become important in later sections on governance.
Good trust environments need not eliminate vulnerability, but they can shape how evidence is generated
through it.

5.2 Cooperation, Reciprocity, Interpretation

A second channel links trust to cooperation and cooperation to later trust. The link should be stated care-
fully because trust and cooperation are not synonyms. Cooperation can be sustained through contracts,
deterrence, reputation, repeated-game incentives, institutional constraint, or aligned interests even when
participants do not trust one another. Cook, Hardin, and Levi explicitly emphasize mechanisms through
which cooperation can occur without trust [13]. The distinction is analytically valuable precisely because
cooperation can then occupy an intervening position in the model rather than being folded into the defini-
tion of trust.

When trust does increase willingness to cooperate, however, cooperation creates new relational events.
Participants coordinate, depend on one another, incur costs, share credit, encounter conflict, and observe
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whether contributions are reciprocated. These events can alter perceived trustworthiness and expectations
concerning future interaction. Serva, Fuller, and Mayer’s longitudinal study provides a particularly direct
example of reciprocal trust formation across interacting teams [68]. Ferrin, Bligh, and Kohles find support
for spiral models linking perceived trustworthiness and cooperation over time [21]. Ostrom’s behavioral
account of collective action likewise places trust, reciprocity, and reputation in interaction rather than
isolating each into a separate disposition [60].

A minimal dyadic representation can distinguish the two actors:

it = CA(xtxP Ty, (28)
B = BB, Ty, (29)
xfy, = oA (x, P Hy, Ty), (30)

with an analogous update for actor B. Mutual reinforcement becomes possible when a trust-supported
cooperative move by one participant changes the other’s behavior and the resulting response enters the
first participant’s later updating. The relation itself becomes a site of repeated production rather than an
exchange of fixed traits.

This framework also clarifies why initial moves can matter disproportionately. A low-trust relation
may contain few opportunities for costly cooperation and therefore few opportunities to generate coun-
terevidence to pessimistic expectations. A small credible cooperative act can open a new interaction se-
quence. Conversely, an early exploitative response can close the sequence before richer evidence develops.
These effects resemble path dependence but remain mechanism-specific: the initial event matters because
it changes later opportunities, not merely because it happened first.

Proposition 5.4 (Reciprocal amplification under conditional cooperation). Suppose each participant’s will-
ingness to undertake a trust-relevant cooperative action increases with a sufficiently favorable relational state,
and each participant updates favorably after observing costly, voluntary, and appropriately attributed coop-
eration from the other. Under these conditions, small favorable differences in an initial relational state can
be amplified through repeated interaction. The proposition does not imply convergence to high trust; noise,
asymmetry, exploitation, saturation, and adverse shocks can interrupt or reverse the process.

The qualification concerning attribution is essential. A helpful action that is believed to have been
coerced may provide little evidence of goodwill. A costly action performed under a transparent external
incentive can support reliability expectations without supporting benevolence. The same behavior can
therefore feed different dimensions of the relational state.

Trust influences not only what actors do but also how later events are read. This creates an interpretive
feedback channel. Every durable relation contains ambiguous observations: delayed responses, incom-
plete explanations, accidental failures, conflicting testimony, changes of mood, missing information, and
situations in which motives are not directly observable. A prior relational history helps determine which
interpretations remain plausible and which receive attention.

The possibility of such interpretation is not new. M”ollering’s account of trust emphasizes expectation,
interpretation, and suspension [55, 56]. The present concern is the recursive consequence. Once a trust-
supporting configuration exists, it can alter the interpretation of later ambiguity. A benign interpretation
may preserve cooperation long enough for clarifying evidence to arrive. That continued interaction can
then generate additional evidence supportive of the relation. In this case, interpretive generosity buffers the
relation against noise.

The same mechanism can create epistemic closure. If every counterexample is reinterpreted until it
becomes compatible with the existing trust narrative, then trust no longer merely stabilizes interpretation;
it suppresses the conditions of meaningful revision. The distinction cannot be drawn from positive affect
alone. It depends on whether the interpretive system retains sensitivity to diagnostic evidence.

Let ¢;(h) denote the weight assigned at time ¢ to a hypothesis h concerning the counterpart or institution.
Let o; be an ambiguous observation. A trust-supporting history can influence the interpretive mapping

qr+1(h) = Z(qi(h), o1, Hy, x¢) - (3D
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The analytical problem is not that prior history enters Equation (31); any coherent learning process uses
prior information. The problem arises when the relational state changes the effective weight of evidence in
a way that becomes systematically insensitive to potential falsification.

Definition 5.5 (Interpretive shielding). Interpretive shielding occurs when an established relational config-
uration repeatedly transforms potentially adverse evidence into interpretations compatible with continued
trust, thereby reducing the probability that counterevidence produces substantial relational revision.

Interpretive shielding is not always irrational. Reliable relations should not collapse after every anomaly.
A single delayed message should carry little weight after years of dependable conduct. Robustness to noise is
part of what stability means. The normative and epistemic concern begins when shielding extends beyond
reasonable noise tolerance and protects the relation from independent checking, alternative accounts, or
accumulating contradictory patterns.

This creates a useful distinction between robust trust and closed trust. Robust trust survives weak or
noisy perturbations while remaining revisable under sufficiently diagnostic evidence. Closed trust preserves
itself partly by disabling the routes through which diagnostic evidence could acquire force.

5.3 Affect, Monitoring, Autonomy

Trust relations also contain affective and embodied components. McAllister’s work distinguishes cognition-
based and affect-based foundations of interpersonal trust in organizations [52], while Jones emphasizes the
affective character of trust and its connection to optimism about another’s goodwill [34]. These traditions
support a mechanism that cannot be reduced to explicit evidence aggregation.

A sufficiently trustful relation can lower defensive arousal, reduce the need to continuously inspect for
threat, and make open communication easier. Participants may speak with less strategic filtering, admit
ignorance, ask for help earlier, or tolerate minor coordination failures without escalation. The resulting
interaction can itself become more cooperative and informative. The felt quality of the relation therefore
changes the behavior from which later relational evidence is generated.

The reverse process is equally important. Distrust can produce guarded speech, withholding, redun-
dant verification, hostile attribution, and avoidance. These behaviors may then make interaction colder or
less efficient, eliciting reciprocal defensiveness. A relation can therefore deteriorate even when the initial
suspicion was only weakly grounded. This possibility will be developed more fully in the discussion of
distrust and rupture.

Affective regulation also helps connect the present section to poetic composition. Atmosphere, rhythm,
bodily familiarity, tone, and spatial setting can contribute to felt safety. Once felt safety changes disclosure
or interaction quality, a compositional event becomes part of a causal feedback loop. The poetic structure
described in Section 4 therefore need not remain at the level of interpretation. It can alter later behavior
and evidence production through affective mediation.

Remark 5.6 (Felt safety and objective safety). Felt safety is a relationally consequential state, but it is not an
independent measure of objective safety. Environments can make participants feel secure while preserving
substantial exploitation risk. The causal efficacy of an affective state must therefore be separated from the
warrant for that state.

This separation is central to the paper’s normative argument. A trust mechanism can be psychologically
effective and socially stabilizing while remaining ethically problematic.

Trust changes the allocation of attention. Participants who expect constant opportunism must devote
time and cognitive resources to checking, documenting, hedging, verifying, and controlling. Trust can
reduce some of these costs and allow attention to move toward joint work, exploration, or long-horizon
coordination. McEvily, Perrone, and Zaheer examine trust within organizational coordination and discuss
its mobilizing and structuring effects [53]. Dirks and Ferrin review evidence concerning the role of trust
in organizational settings [14], and later meta-analytic work on trust in leadership reports systematic rela-
tionships with organizational outcomes [15]. Mayer and Gavin find that trust in management is related to
employees’ capacity to focus attention on value-producing activities [51].
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Within the present framework, reduced monitoring can create another recursive channel. When mon-
itoring decreases, the trusted party may receive greater autonomy. Autonomy can permit competence,
initiative, or goodwill to become visible in ways that heavy surveillance would suppress. Positive perfor-
mance then supports later trust. The relation has changed the conditions under which trustworthiness can
be expressed and observed.

Yet monitoring reduction is one of the clearest examples of a double-edged mechanism. Less surveil-
lance can also reduce detection of opportunism. A self-reinforcing trust relation may therefore accumulate
hidden vulnerability. Successful interactions lower monitoring, lower monitoring decreases detection prob-
ability, and the absence of detected problems is then mistakenly taken to provide additional evidence of
trustworthiness. Under those conditions, the loop can generate confidence faster than it generates knowl-
edge.

Definition 5.7 (Detection-thinning loop). A detection-thinning loop occurs when increased trust reduces
monitoring or verification, the reduction lowers the probability of observing adverse conduct, and the re-
sulting scarcity of adverse observations contributes to further trust.

The definition identifies a mechanism rather than condemning all reductions in monitoring. Constant
surveillance can itself destroy cooperation and autonomy. The governance question concerns calibration:
which safeguards can preserve meaningful detectability without converting every relation into continuous
suspicion?

One possibility is to distinguish intrusive monitoring from latent accountability. A relation can per-
mit broad autonomy while preserving audit trails, independent complaint channels, periodic review, or
triggered verification. Such arrangements reduce day-to-day surveillance without making counterevidence
structurally inaccessible. This distinction later becomes important for institutional design.

5.4 Assurance, Shared Experience, Sedimentation

Trust rarely develops in a dyadic vacuum. Legal rules, professional norms, organizational roles, accredi-
tation systems, reputations, warranties, insurance, escrow, third-party oversight, and community sanctions
can alter the consequences of vulnerability. Zucker’s account of institutional trust production and later
work on institution-based trust demonstrate the importance of such arrangements [81, 4].

These arrangements can support trust through at least three distinct routes. First, they can constrain
harmful behavior, making reliance safer even when the counterpart’s motives remain uncertain. Second,
they can provide information about competence, identity, or prior conduct. Third, they can provide re-
course if a harmful event occurs. These routes should not be collapsed. A guarantee can make an in-
teraction acceptable without increasing belief in benevolence; a reputation system can increase perceived
competence without providing compensation; an enforceable contract can lower downside risk even when
interpersonal trust remains weak.

The relational consequence can nevertheless become recursive. Institutional assurance makes an initial
interaction possible. The interaction generates shared experience. Shared experience can then support a
more direct relation that becomes less dependent on the original guarantee. In this sense, external security
can scaffold endogenous relational development.

A schematic sequence is

Gy 5 Ey 5 Hyr 5 Xeg1, (32)

where Gy denotes a guarantee or assurance, F; an interaction made possible under that assurance, and Hy 1
the enlarged shared history. The semicolon deliberately indicates temporal and causal ordering without
claiming logical equivalence among the terms.

This mechanism resembles collateral in a broad functional sense: a background arrangement can re-
duce the perceived cost of testing a relation. The analogy must remain limited because interpersonal,
organizational, and political trust cannot generally be reduced to financial security. What matters is the
wider principle that an external structure can change the feasible set of vulnerabilities and thereby change
which relational evidence can be produced.
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Institutional assurance can also generate misplaced transfer. Participants may infer trustworthiness
from symbols of certification, official status, legal form, professional dress, institutional affiliation, or tech-
nological polish without examining what the relevant assurance actually covers. The poetic and institutional
channels then couple: a symbol that originally indexed a real safeguard can acquire a broader aura of reli-
ability than the safeguard warrants.

Research Obligation 5.8 (Specify the object of assurance). Analyses of institutionally supported trust
should identify what a guarantee actually secures: behavior, compensation, identity, competence, procedu-
ral review, reputation, or some other property. The scope of experienced trust should not be inferred to
match the scope of the institutional protection that helped produce it.

Repeated interaction creates more than a larger sample of observations. It can produce a shared history
with its own internal references, expectations, routines, remembered crises, jokes, rituals, repaired failures,
and jointly recognized turning points. Such history changes both what participants know and how later
events become intelligible.

This process can be called historical sedimentation. Earlier events do not remain equally active at every
moment, but they can become incorporated into routines, expectations, role definitions, and background as-
sumptions. Later trust therefore depends not only on recalled evidence but also on a relational environment
partly constructed from previous interactions.

Definition 5.9 (Historical sedimentation). Historical sedimentation is the process through which repeated
interaction leaves relatively durable traces in expectations, routines, interpretive frames, institutional ar-
rangements, and shared memory, thereby changing the conditions under which subsequent relational events
are produced and understood.

Historical sedimentation connects first-order state dynamics with the second-order landscape deforma-
tion introduced in Section 3. If a repaired conflict establishes a new norm for disclosure, the next conflict
occurs under a different update rule. If repeated successful delegation establishes a routine of autonomy,
the relation no longer requires the same evidential threshold for every task. If a history of concealed harm
teaches participants that formal apologies are poor signals, later apologies acquire less relational leverage.
The trajectory has modified the landscape.

Shared experience can thereby deepen trust, but it can also create closure. Long history can increase
mutual intelligibility while making exit costly. Participants may share dependencies, reputations, social
networks, property, professional identities, or narratives that make reinterpretation difficult. A relation
can become stable partly because too many surrounding relations now depend on its continuation. Such
stability should not be mistaken for freely renewed trust.

This point also clarifies why history cannot be represented by a simple count of successful interactions.
Two relations with the same number of cooperative outcomes can differ radically if one contains repair
after serious conflict, another contains untested routine, and a third contains repeated silence about known
harms. The generative structure of the history matters.

5.5 Coupled Channels, Saturation, Reversal

The mechanisms described so far rarely operate alone. Trust can increase disclosure; disclosure can im-
prove mutual understanding; improved understanding can support cooperation; cooperation can create
shared success; shared success can change affect; affect can reduce defensive monitoring; reduced mon-
itoring can increase autonomy; autonomy can make competence more visible; successful autonomy can
strengthen institutional willingness to delegate. A relation can therefore contain a network of reinforcing
channels rather than a single loop.

Let m; = (mqy, ..., mg;) denote a vector of mechanism states. A schematic coupled system is
my = M(my, x;, Hy, Ty), (33)
Xpr1 = O(xg,myy1, Hy, Ty). (34)
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The matrix of local cross-effects among the components of m; can, in a simplified differentiable model,
reveal whether mechanisms amplify or counteract one another. The more important conceptual point is
that relational reinforcement has an architecture. A highly stable trust configuration may owe its persis-
tence to several partially redundant channels. Removing one channel may therefore have little effect, while
simultaneous disruption of several channels can produce abrupt change.

This architecture helps explain resilience. Suppose institutional assurance is weakened but a long shared
history, strong reciprocal cooperation, and independent verification remain. Trust may persist because other
channels continue to support the relation. Conversely, a relation apparently sustained by many cues may
turn out to depend on a single hidden condition, such as one broker, one source of income, one reputational
gatekeeper, or one institutional guarantee. The apparent density of the relation can conceal structural
fragility.

Definition 5.10 (Reinforcement architecture). A reinforcement architecture is the configuration of mutually
coupled mechanisms through which present relational conditions alter the production, interpretation, and
consequences of future trust-relevant events.

The architecture can be decentralized or highly concentrated. In a decentralized configuration, different
sources of evidence and support can partially substitute for one another. In a concentrated configuration,
several visible trust cues may ultimately depend on the same actor or resource. This difference is crucial
for both robustness and governance.

A useful empirical question is therefore not merely whether trust is high, but how many independent
pathways sustain it. Apparent multiplicity can be tested by perturbation: do different channels fail inde-
pendently, or do they collapse together when one underlying condition changes?

Self-reinforcement does not imply indefinite growth. Most relational mechanisms should be expected
to saturate. Once disclosure is already extensive, further trust may produce little additional information.
Once cooperation is routine, another successful interaction may add little. Once an institution is granted
high reliability, additional symbols of assurance may have diminishing marginal effect.

Nonlinearity also creates reversal. Greater trust can increase exposure until vulnerability becomes
too concentrated. Reduced monitoring can improve performance up to a point and then lower detection
too far. Interpretive generosity can preserve a relation through ordinary noise and later become a barrier
to recognizing a persistent pattern. Strong identification can support cooperation and then make dissent
socially costly. Mechanisms with positive local gain can therefore become negative beyond a threshold.

A simple saturating toy relation might take the form

Tip1 =7t +ary(l — 1) — Bdiy, (35)

where 7 collects reinforcing events and d; disruptive events after normalizing 7; to [0, 1]. The factors
(1 —7;) and 7; produce state-dependent sensitivity. Equation (35) is not a proposed general model of trust.
It merely demonstrates why reinforcement need not imply explosive growth and why the same event can
have different effects at different relational states.

High trust can also increase the impact of betrayal. A harmful act performed by a distrusted party may
confirm an existing expectation. The same act performed by a deeply trusted party can reorganize mem-
ories, reinterpret prior events, and cast doubt on the mechanisms through which trust had been produced.
The perturbation can therefore affect both the current state and the inferred history. In the language of
Section 3, the event may deform the landscape rather than simply move the system within an unchanged
one.

Remark 5.11 (Positive feedback is local). Descriptions of trust reinforcement should specify the region,
time scale, and mechanism for which positive feedback is expected. A channel can be reinforcing at low
or moderate trust, neutral near saturation, and destabilizing under extreme dependency or concentrated
vulnerability.

This qualification prevents the concept of a trust attractor from becoming a claim that trust inevitably
accumulates once it starts.
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5.6 Relational Reality, Trustworthiness, Identification

The preceding mechanisms allow a stronger philosophical claim, but it must be formulated carefully. Trust
can participate in producing a relational reality that later appears to confirm the trust from which it partly
emerged. If I trust, I may disclose. Disclosure may elicit care. Experienced care can deepen trust. Deeper
trust can increase cooperation, shared history, and mutual interpretability. After enough iterations, the
relation contains real features that did not exist at the beginning: routines of assistance, shared knowl-
edge, mutual expectations, institutional commitments, memories, and dependencies. Trust has not merely
represented a pre-existing social object. It has helped participate in the generation of the relation being
evaluated.

This does not mean that trust creates truth by belief alone. The counterpart retains agency; material
constraints remain; harmful conduct can occur; external facts do not disappear. The claim concerns rela-
tional generativity. Some properties of a relationship are partly endogenous to how participants enter and
sustain it.

Claim 5.12 (Generative reinforcement). Where trust changes interaction in ways that create durable coop-
erative, interpretive, affective, or institutional structures, later evidence about the relation can partly reflect
structures generated through earlier trust-related action rather than properties that existed independently
before the relation.

This is the point at which relational reality becomes epistemically delicate. A self-reinforcing process
can generate genuine cooperation and genuine mutual knowledge. It can also generate a closed eviden-
tial environment. If trust selects interaction partners, suppresses monitoring, filters testimony, privileges
reassuring interpretations, and makes exit costly, the relation may produce a coherent stream of trust-
compatible experience while excluding the conditions under which contrary information would arise.

Accordingly, internal coherence is insufficient evidence of trustworthiness. A mature trust relation
can be internally rich, emotionally compelling, historically dense, and dynamically stable while resting on
selective access to evidence. This is not a rare logical possibility confined to interpersonal life. Organiza-
tions, professions, political institutions, religious communities, platforms, markets, and expert systems can
all contain mechanisms that shape who interacts, what becomes visible, whose testimony is credited, and
which failures are assigned to an exceptional category.

The normative danger is not self-reinforcement itself. Without some recursive stability, cooperation
would remain fragile and every anomaly would reset a relation to zero. The danger lies in reinforcement
architectures that make confidence easier to reproduce than warranted revision.

Definition 5.13 (Epistemically open reinforcement). A reinforcement architecture is epistemically open
when its stabilizing mechanisms preserve meaningful routes through which adverse evidence, independent
testimony, verification, contestation, and revision can influence the relational state.

Definition 5.14 (Epistemically closed reinforcement). A reinforcement architecture is epistemically closed
when the same mechanisms that stabilize trust substantially disable, discredit, or prevent the production of
evidence capable of revising that trust.

These definitions are deliberately relational. Openness cannot be measured only by the formal existence
of information. Evidence may be technically available but inaccessible to a vulnerable participant, socially
costly to raise, institutionally ignored, or rendered unintelligible by the dominant interpretive frame.

Three separations govern the interpretation of these mechanisms. Trust remains distinct from trustwor-
thiness; cooperation remains a possible mediator rather than a synonym for trust [13]; and dynamical sta-
bility remains distinct from both epistemic warrant and justice. A reinforcement architecture can therefore
be effective at reproducing confidence while still being poorly calibrated, unfairly organized, or dependent
on constrained exit.

Proposition 5.15 (No normative inference from reinforcement alone). The existence of a positive relational
reinforcement channel does not by itself support an inference to trustworthiness, epistemic warrant, welfare,
legitimacy, or justice. Each requires additional criteria and evidence.
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The empirical task is correspondingly mechanism-specific. Longitudinal, experimental, process-
tracing, and network designs can each contribute, but the central requirement is to identify the mediator
through which present trust changes later trust-relevant conditions. Section 9 develops that research
programme in detail.

Research Obligation 5.16 (Mechanism identification). A strong empirical claim of relational self-
reinforcement should identify: (i) the initial trust-relevant condition; (ii) the mediator changed by that
condition; (iii) the later trust-relevant outcome; (iv) the temporal ordering; (v) plausible alternative
explanations; and, where possible, (vi) conditions under which the channel weakens, reverses, or fails.

The final item matters because a theory that predicts reinforcement everywhere is not informative.
Boundary conditions are part of the mechanism.

6 Distrust, Rupture, Repair

Recursive dynamics do not belong only to trust. Suspicion, withdrawal, defensive monitoring, restricted
vulnerability, and hostile interpretation can also reproduce the conditions under which they later appear
reasonable. Such sequences need not be described simply as the disappearance of trust; distrust can coexist
with trust across domains and can develop its own reinforcement, historical sedimentation, and basin-like
persistence.

This section therefore separates distrust from low trust, examines candidate distrust-reinforcement
channels, and then turns to rupture and repair. A serious violation can alter both the current relation and
the rules through which later evidence is interpreted. Repair consequently cannot be understood as simple
reversal. Work on causal attribution, apology, trust repair, and systemic organizational recovery already
demonstrates the importance of differentiated mechanisms and levels of analysis [36, 75, 16, 23]. The
relational question developed here is how acknowledgment, explanation, accountability, restitution, struc-
tural change, and renewed testing reorganize the history through which future trust and distrust become
possible.

6.1 Distrust, Low Trust, Reinforcement

A one-dimensional representation of trust is tempting because it offers a simple picture: high trust at one
end, high distrust at the other, and uncertainty in between. That representation is sometimes useful for
a local measurement problem, but it is too restrictive for the present framework. A person may trust an-
other’s technical competence while distrusting the person’s motives. A citizen may expect an institution
to execute routine procedures reliably while suspecting that it conceals politically inconvenient failures. A
research team may trust the accuracy of a collaborator’s calculations while remaining cautious about au-
thorship, credit, or confidentiality. These are not necessarily unstable contradictions. They can be durable
multidimensional relations.

Accordingly, let a local relational representation contain at least two partially independent coordinates,

ry = (Tt75t>zt)> (36)

where 7; denotes a trust-supporting orientation, J; denotes a distrust-supporting orientation, and z; collects
other relevant relational dimensions. The notation explicitly avoids the restriction

5,5 =1- Tt (37)

The two coordinates may be negatively related in a particular empirical setting, but that relation should be
estimated or argued rather than imposed by definition.

Definition 6.1 (Relational distrust). Relational distrust denotes a historically situated orientation in which
an actor treats another actor, institution, or relational arrangement as a meaningful source of possible
unreliability, opportunism, concealment, harm, or norm violation and organizes interpretation or conduct
partly around that possibility.
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This definition is deliberately broader than an explicit belief that another party is malicious. Distrust
may concern competence, integrity, benevolence, predictability, procedural fairness, information quality,
or the design of the relation itself. It can also be selective. One may distrust a channel without distrusting
the entire institution, distrust a domain without distrusting all domains, or distrust a present arrangement
while remaining open to future repair.

The distinction between distrust and low trust has an important dynamical consequence. Low trust may
produce hesitation without generating strong self-reinforcing action. Active distrust can instead reorganize
behavior. It may increase verification, reduce disclosure, narrow delegation, change the interpretation
of ambiguity, motivate coalition formation, trigger defensive documentation, or encourage exit. Those
changes alter the subsequent relational environment. Distrust can therefore have causal productivity of its
own.

Remark 6.2 (Coexistence). Trust and distrust can coexist within the same relation when they attach to
different dimensions, domains, time horizons, actors, or mechanisms. A model that forces one to eliminate
the other may erase precisely the structure that explains relational stability or change.

This coexistence also helps explain why repair can be partial. A repaired competence judgment need
not repair an integrity judgment. Renewed procedural confidence need not restore affective safety. A
relation can therefore improve without returning to an undifferentiated state of “high trust.”

Distrust becomes dynamically important when it changes conditions that later produce or confirm fur-
ther distrust. Several mechanisms mirror those discussed for trust, but the symmetry is incomplete.

First, distrust can reduce vulnerability and disclosure. That can be protective, but it also reduces op-
portunities for the distrusted party to demonstrate restraint, benevolence, or reliability under meaningful
exposure. The evidential environment becomes thinner. A person who expects betrayal may therefore
avoid the very interactions through which a contrary history could be generated.

Second, distrust can increase defensive behavior. Monitoring, documentation, contractualization, re-
stricted access, duplicated work, anticipatory self-protection, and strategic withholding can all be reason-
able responses to risk. Yet the counterpart may experience rejection or hostility in those actions and re-
spond with reduced cooperation. The resulting poorer interaction can then be taken to support the original
distrust.

Third, distrust can alter the treatment of ambiguity. Delayed communication may suggest conceal-
ment to a distrusting actor; a mistake may suggest sabotage; silence may suggest strategic avoidance. Such
interpretations can be correct, incorrect, or underdetermined. The relevant dynamical point is that an estab-
lished history of distrust changes the prior relational context within which later events acquire significance.

Fourth, distrust can transform institutional arrangements. Repeated failures may generate new audit
systems, reporting requirements, access controls, separation of duties, sanctions, and external oversight.
These changes can reduce genuine risk and support later repair. They can also entrench a relation of per-
manent suspicion. Institutionalized distrust therefore has a double possibility: it can create safer conditions
for renewed trust, or it can become a self-maintaining governance architecture whose continued existence
produces additional signals of suspicion.

A simplified recursive pathway can be written

dt = D((St,Xt,Ht,Pt), (38)
ot+1 = O(dg, by, Ty, €4), (39)
5t+1 = U6(5t70t+17 Ht,rt), (40)

where d; denotes a distrust-conditioned response such as monitoring, withdrawal, verification, or restricted
exposure. The sign of the total loop is not fixed. Verification may reveal misconduct and strengthen war-
ranted distrust. It may reveal reliability and weaken distrust. Withdrawal may avoid harm while also
suppressing corrective evidence. A distrust loop therefore requires mechanism-level analysis rather than
an assumption that every feedback is self-confirming.
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Definition 6.3 (Distrust reinforcement channel). A distrust reinforcement channel is a mediated pathway
through which a distrust-supporting relational condition changes later action, exposure, interpretation, insti-
tutional arrangement, or interaction opportunity in a way that tends, under specified conditions, to preserve
or increase later distrust.

The concept allows the paper to distinguish warranted persistence from pathological closure. If re-
peated verification continuously uncovers new misconduct, sustained distrust may track a persistently un-
safe relation. If counterevidence is systematically excluded, reinterpreted, or prevented from arising, the
same apparent stability can instead reflect epistemic closure. The external appearance of persistence does
not identify which mechanism is operating.

Claim 6.4 (Distrust-attractor candidate). A persistent distrust configuration becomes a plausible distrust-
attractor candidate when multiple trajectories within a specified neighborhood tend to return toward a sim-
ilar distrust-supporting configuration after bounded perturbations, and when identifiable relational mecha-
nisms contribute to that return. Persistence alone remains insufficient.

This claim parallels the methodological restraint introduced for trust attractors in Section 3. The word
attractor should be retained only when the observed or modeled dynamics justify it.

6.2 Rupture, Landscape, Hysteresis

Not every negative event produces rupture. Durable relations routinely absorb mistakes, misunderstandings,
delays, conflicts of interest, and temporary failures. A rupture occurs when an event or sequence changes
the relational configuration deeply enough that the previous updating regime no longer operates in the
same way. The event can be betrayal, deception, abandonment, serious incompetence, abuse of delegated
authority, institutional failure, or another violation whose importance is relation-specific.

The distinction between a state change and a rule change is especially useful here. Let e; denote a
rupture-relevant event. A first-order model changes the current relational state,

Xp+ = J (X, €, Hy, Ty “D

where ¢~ and ¢ denote the moments immediately before and after the event for analytical convenience. A
more consequential rupture also changes the parameters or rules governing later updates,

9t+ = K(etfaetaxt*7Htart) . (42)

The same later gesture may then be interpreted differently because the landscape through which it is pro-
cessed has changed.

This formulation captures a familiar relational phenomenon. Before a serious violation, an unexplained
delay may be interpreted generously. After a violation involving concealment, the same delay may activate
suspicion. Before a data-manipulation scandal, a corrected spreadsheet may appear routine. After the scan-
dal, a similar correction may trigger independent verification. The later event has not changed physically,
but its position in relational history has changed.

Definition 6.5 (Relational rupture). A relational rupture is a historically consequential event or sequence
that produces a substantial change in the relational state, the subsequent updating regime, or both, such that
later interactions are evaluated through a materially altered relational history.

The definition avoids tying rupture to a universal threshold. The same act can be minor in one relation
and transformative in another. Severity depends on prior commitments, vulnerability, norm structure, attri-
bution, repetition, power asymmetry, the availability of repair, and the meaning the event acquires within
the relation.

Rupture also helps connect the present section to the paper’s account of poetic composition. A seem-
ingly small event can become rupture-relevant when it condenses an already distributed history. A short
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phrase, missing gesture, repeated silence, or discovered inconsistency may activate many earlier experi-
ences simultaneously. Its causal importance then cannot be read from the isolated event alone. The event
operates within a prepared relational landscape.

If rupture changes the relational landscape, recovery should not be expected to retrace the path of
decline in reverse. This is the core reason to introduce hysteresis-like reasoning. In a strict physical model,
hysteresis has a specific technical meaning. The present paper uses the analogy cautiously to mark a more
general historical asymmetry: the state of a relation can depend not only on present conditions but also on
the path through which those conditions were reached.

Suppose a relation moved from configuration A to configuration B through a serious violation. Restor-
ing the observable conditions that previously supported A may fail to reproduce A because the violation
has become part of H;. The actors now know something, remember something, or have been changed
by something that was absent before. A promise that once generated confidence may now be discounted.
A safeguard that once seemed unnecessary may become a condition of continued interaction. A relation
may therefore require a different path, different evidence, and different institutional conditions to reach a
stable post-rupture configuration.

Let P4_, g denote the historical path from A to B and Pg _, ¢ arepair path from B toward some later
configuration C. In general,

Ph o # Palp (43)

and there is no requirement that C' = A.

Proposition 6.6 (Historical asymmetry of repair). When a rupture changes the relational history or the
updating rule, restoration of pre-rupture external conditions is generally insufficient to guarantee restoration
of the pre-rupture relational configuration. Repair may require new evidence, new safeguards, new meanings,
or new forms of interaction, and its stable endpoint may differ from the earlier relation.

This asymmetry is particularly important for institutional failure. A policy reversal or leadership apol-
ogy may remove one immediate cause of harm while leaving organizational routines, incentive structures,
reporting channels, or patterns of concealment unchanged. Gillespie and Dietz’s systemic account of
organization-level repair is relevant precisely because trust repair after institutional failure cannot be re-
duced to a dyadic verbal response [23].

Historical asymmetry also explains why demands to “return to normal” can be misleading. The previous
normal may no longer be available, desirable, or safe. A repaired relation can instead be a newly constituted
relation that contains memory of failure and institutionalizes some of the lessons learned from it.

6.3 Repair, Attribution, Mechanisms

Repair requires more than a positive message. It involves interventions into the mechanisms that produced
rupture and the mechanisms that now sustain distrust. Different failures therefore require different com-
binations of repair processes. The following mechanisms are analytically separable even when they occur
together.

Recognition and acknowledgment. A repair process often begins by establishing that a rupture-relevant
event will not simply be erased from the shared account of the relation. Acknowledgment can reduce uncer-
tainty about whether the injured party’s experience is even recognized. It can also create a common object
around which subsequent explanation, responsibility, and institutional change can occur. Acknowledgment
alone, however, does not establish sincerity, adequate remedy, or future reliability.

Explanation and causal clarification. Actors need to know what happened, why it happened, and which
mechanisms are likely to persist. Tomlinson and Mayer emphasize causal attributions involving locus,
controllability, and stability in trust repair [75]. Within the present framework, causal clarification matters
because it changes expectations about recurrence. A failure attributed to an unstable and corrected process
creates a different future landscape from one attributed to a stable incentive or enduring integrity problem.
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Responsibility and accountability. Where wrongdoing occurred, repair may require acceptance of re-
sponsibility and credible consequences. The relevant issue is not punishment in the abstract but whether the
post-rupture relation now contains mechanisms that make future conduct more observable, constrained, or
answerable. Accountability can alter both perceived trustworthiness and the institutional structure through
which future evidence will be generated.

Restitution and material correction. Some ruptures redistribute resources, opportunities, risks, or
harms. Symbolic communication without material correction can leave the generative conditions of dis-
trust intact. Restitution, compensation, restoration of access, correction of records, reversal of an unjust
decision, or other forms of material repair may therefore be necessary depending on the relation.

Structural change. If the failure was produced by routines, incentives, information asymmetries, con-
centrated authority, weak oversight, or unsafe reporting channels, then interpersonal reassurance cannot
substitute for institutional redesign. Structural repair changes the field in which future interaction occurs.
Gillespie and Dietz’s multilevel framework is especially relevant here because organization-level failure
can require coordinated changes across multiple system components [23].

Renewed testing and graded vulnerability. Even after explanation and reform, a damaged relation
may require new experience. Limited delegation, staged access, reversible commitments, independent
verification, and bounded forms of vulnerability can produce new evidence without requiring the injured
party to resume the earlier level of exposure immediately. This is the reparative counterpart of endogenous
evidence production discussed in Section 5.

These mechanisms can be summarized through a repair intervention vector

q: = (ar, o, ke, my, se,v1), (44)

where the entries represent, schematically, acknowledgment, causal clarification, accountability, material
correction, structural change, and renewed vulnerability or testing. The relational update becomes

Xip1 = Pr(xe, qp, Hy, Ty, 64) (45)

No assumption is made that every component must be positive or that larger values always improve re-
pair. Excessive surveillance, performative apology, inappropriate compensation, or forced vulnerability
can worsen the relation. The representation simply makes visible that repair is multidimensional.

Definition 6.7 (Relational repair). Relational repair is a process through which actors or institutions modify
the conditions sustaining post-rupture distrust, generate new evidence or safeguards, and create a viable
relational configuration in which future interaction can proceed under revised expectations and boundaries.

This definition does not require restoration of the previous level of trust. Successful repair may instead
produce a lower-trust but safer relation, a highly monitored working relation, a restructured institutional
relation, or a mutually accepted exit.

Repair mechanisms are not interchangeable because violations communicate different things about
future risk. Research by Kim and colleagues shows that responses to alleged violations can differ depending
on whether the violation concerns competence or integrity [36]. Their findings do not provide a universal
rule for every social relation, but they strongly caution against assuming context-free effects for apology,
denial, explanation, or compensation.

The present framework extends that caution. The effect of a repair act depends on at least five relational
questions.

First, what dimension was damaged? A competence failure, integrity violation, benevolence failure,
confidentiality breach, abandonment, and procedural injustice can require different evidence of change.

Second, how was the event attributed? If the cause is believed to be stable, controllable, and internal to
the responsible actor, expectations of recurrence will differ from those attached to an unstable or externally
constrained cause [75].
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Third, what history preceded the event? A first failure after a long history of reliability may occupy a
different position from a nominally identical failure that completes a pattern of earlier warnings.

Fourth, what power asymmetries structure the repair? An apology demanded from a subordinate, a
settlement imposed through unequal bargaining power, or “reconciliation” conditioned on silence may sta-
bilize interaction while leaving the underlying injustice intact.

Fifth, which future evidence becomes possible after the repair act? The most consequential intervention
may be the one that changes observability, creates safe reporting, permits independent audit, or makes
future commitments reversible enough to test.

These questions suggest a contextual response function,

Axi 1 = R(qy, vi,a, Hy, 11, 1) (46)

where v; denotes the violation profile, a; the causal attribution profile, and II; relevant power relations. The
same nominal repair action can therefore produce different outcomes across relations.

Remark 6.8 (No universal repair token). No single communicative act universally restores trust. Apol-
ogy, denial, explanation, compensation, transparency, monitoring, and structural reform acquire reparative
significance only through the violation type, attribution, history, power structure, and subsequent evidence.

6.4 History, Protective Distrust, Reopening

Repair becomes theoretically more interesting once analysis moves beyond movement toward a previous
state and examines the production of a new history. After a rupture, the event remains part of the relation
even when confidence returns. So do the repair attempts, refusals, reforms, memories, and newly created
safeguards. The relevant history can be represented schematically by

Hypr = Hi @ (€4, Q¢, 0641, Xe41) s 47)

where @ denotes historical incorporation rather than simple numeric addition.

The repaired relation can therefore acquire capacities that the pre-rupture relation lacked. It may
contain clearer boundaries, better reporting channels, more explicit expectations, greater tolerance for ver-
ification, or a richer shared vocabulary for conflict. Conversely, an apparent repair may leave participants
more fragile, more dependent, or more reluctant to raise future concerns. The content of the new history
matters.

This point also changes how success should be evaluated. A relation that returns quickly to high reported
trust may be less robust than one that recovers more slowly while creating better mechanisms for detecting
future failure. Short-term affective reassurance and long-term relational resilience are different outcomes.

Claim 6.9 (Repair can increase relational reflexivity). A rupture followed by credible diagnosis, structural
correction, and renewed interaction can produce a relation with greater capacity to identify, discuss, and
respond to future failure than the pre-rupture relation possessed. This possibility depends on the repair
process and should not be presumed from the mere continuation of the relation.

The claim is intentionally conditional. Some ruptures permanently narrow the range of viable relations.
Some reveal that exit is preferable to repair. Some cannot be repaired within a morally acceptable distribu-
tion of risk. The framework therefore places repair among several possible trajectories rather than making
it a universal normative requirement.

A theory concerned with trust generation can easily acquire an implicit bias toward more trust. That
bias must be resisted. Distrust can be protective, epistemically responsible, and institutionally necessary.
Whistleblower protections, independent audit, peer review, conflict-of-interest rules, segregation of duties,
adversarial legal procedures, and scientific replication all institutionalize forms of verification that do not
assume unconditional confidence.

From the present perspective, the normative objective is therefore not the elimination of distrust. It is
the creation of relational conditions in which trust and distrust can remain revisable in light of evidence,
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power, history, and changing circumstances. A repaired relation may retain monitoring that was introduced
after failure. Such monitoring does not automatically signify failed repair. It may be part of the new
equilibrium that makes renewed cooperation safe.

This suggests the concept of calibrated reopening. After rupture, the relation can reopen gradually
through bounded exposures whose possible harms remain proportionate and reversible. The process can
include independent verification, staged delegation, explicit review points, transparent data, and protected
channels for contestation.

Definition 6.10 (Calibrated reopening). Calibrated reopening is a post-rupture process in which interaction
and vulnerability are reintroduced in bounded, reviewable, and proportionate forms so that new evidence
can emerge without requiring premature restoration of the pre-rupture exposure level.

Calibrated reopening links repair to epistemic openness. It creates opportunities for favorable evidence
while preserving routes through which adverse evidence can still alter the trajectory. In this respect, resilient
repair differs from manufactured reconciliation, which often seeks rapid visible harmony while suppressing
the mechanisms of future correction.

6.5 Pseudo-Repair, Manufactured Recovery

The mechanisms of repair can themselves be manipulated. Public apology, ritual, compensation, symbolic
reform, transparency dashboards, independent committees, listening sessions, or new codes of conduct can
change experienced trust even when the underlying relation remains materially unchanged. The possibility
follows directly from the paper’s earlier analysis of poetic composition and relational salience. Repair
signals can be composed into a powerful atmosphere of recovery.

The problem is not that symbolic acts are necessarily empty. Symbols, language, ceremony, and ac-
knowledgment can be genuine components of repair. The problem arises when visible repair signals substi-
tute for changes in the mechanisms that generated the original failure or when they make those mechanisms
harder to inspect.

Let s/ denote the observable signal of repair and m® the material or structural change relevant to
future reliability. A divergence can occur when

07141 . Owi41
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where w1 represents a context-specific measure of underlying trustworthiness or safety. The equation is
illustrative. Its point is the possibility that a repair signal can improve experienced trust without materially
improving the underlying conditions that warranted concern.

~ 0, (48)

Definition 6.11 (Pseudo-repair). Pseudo-repair denotes a process that improves the appearance or experi-
ence of relational recovery while leaving central mechanisms of failure, power asymmetry, unaccountabil-
ity, or future vulnerability substantially unchanged.

Pseudo-repair can generate a new self-reinforcing loop. Improved affect lowers scrutiny; lower scrutiny
reduces detection; reduced detection produces fewer visible failures; the absence of visible failures is then
used to argue that repair succeeded. This is structurally related to the detection-thinning loop introduced
in Section 5. The difference is historical: here the loop occurs after an acknowledged or suspected rupture
and can transform repair itself into a mechanism of renewed opacity.

The safeguard is not permanent suspicion. It is correspondence among repair signals, material changes,
independent observability, and future correctability. A repair process should remain open to evidence that
its own interventions are insufficient.

7 Governance, Design, Manipulation

Once trust and distrust are understood through recursive relational processes, governance enters before any
explicit instruction to “build trust.” Procedures, guarantees, interfaces, spatial settings, rituals, verification
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systems, and opportunities for interaction already shape which relational trajectories are easier to generate.
Institutional research likewise shows that trust formation can depend on arrangements extending beyond
the immediate dyad [81, 4].

The resulting problem is not trust maximization. Higher experienced trust can coexist with weak trust-
worthiness, reduced scrutiny, unequal vulnerability, or restricted exit; protective distrust can be warranted
under uncertainty or after violation. The relevant question is which conditions should be created, removed,
constrained, or kept revisable so that reliance can emerge when warranted, remain corrigible when uncer-
tain, and weaken when contrary evidence appears.

The section develops a taxonomy of trust-generating conditions and governance levers, then examines
guarantees, shared experience, atmospheres, interfaces, manufactured relational fluency, and manufactured
vulnerability. The guiding Generative Relational principle is to govern the conditions under which trust-
worthy relations can form and evolve without making experienced trust the required endpoint.

7.1 Conditions, Levers, Non-Maximization

Suppose an institution can increase a reported trust score through persuasive communication, reassuring
architecture, reduced visibility of conflict, or friction that makes questioning costly. If the sole objective is
a larger trust measure, each intervention can appear successful. Yet none necessarily improves reliability,
integrity, benevolence, procedural fairness, or the ability of affected actors to detect failure. A gover-
nance framework that makes observed trust its terminal objective can therefore reward the production of
confidence independently of the quality of the relation that confidence concerns.

The present framework begins elsewhere. Let x; denote a relational configuration and let I'; denote the
surrounding relational environment, including institutional, material, informational, spatial, technological,
and symbolic conditions. A governance intervention g; modifies some part of that environment,

Pip1 =G, g, xe, Hy), (49)
while the subsequent relational state evolves according to
X1 = ©(x¢; T'e1, 01, €1). (50)

The intervention may therefore affect trust indirectly by changing what actions are available, what evidence
can be produced, how costly verification is, how vulnerability is distributed, or what meanings become
salient.

Definition 7.1 (Trust-generating condition). A trust-generating condition is a feature of the relational en-
vironment that changes the probability, direction, stability, or revisability of a trust-relevant trajectory by
altering interaction, exposure, evidence, interpretation, affect, institutional assurance, or historical accu-
mulation.

The definition does not imply that every such condition increases trust. A transparent audit mechanism
may initially reduce trust by revealing failure. A carefully designed complaint procedure may make distrust
more expressible. A reversible pilot may prevent premature commitment. These can still improve the
conditions under which trust becomes better calibrated.

Definition 7.2 (Governance of trust-generating conditions). Governance of trust-generating conditions de-
notes deliberate or institutionally stabilized intervention in the environments through which trust, distrust,
verification, vulnerability, repair, and exit become possible and evolve over time.

This formulation avoids two shortcuts. First, governance need not manufacture a particular subjective
state. Second, a successful intervention need not produce immediate trust. The relevant achievement may
instead be improved evidence, safer experimentation, lower asymmetry, more credible accountability, or a
better possibility of revision.

44



Proposition 7.3 (No trust-maximization principle). Within the present framework, an increase in expe-
rienced trust is insufficient for concluding that a governance intervention improved the governed relation.
Assessment additionally requires attention to trustworthiness, epistemic openness, vulnerability, reversibility,
contestability, and exit.

The proposition follows from distinctions already established in Sections 5 and 6. Trust can become
self-reinforcing even when the generating loop filters contrary evidence, while distrust may remain pro-
tective when the underlying relation is unsafe. A governance objective centered on trustworthy relational
development must therefore permit both trust formation and trust withdrawal.

Trust-generating conditions are heterogeneous. Grouping them by mechanism helps prevent a vague
appeal to “trust building” from hiding the actual intervention. At least seven families are analytically useful.

Institutional assurance. Rules, professional standards, certification, liability, monitoring, independent
oversight, enforceable remedies, insurance, escrow, and other third-party arrangements can reduce uncer-
tainty or change the expected cost of violation. They may support initial cooperation where interpersonal
history is thin. Zucker’s institutional account and later work on institution-based trust provide direct prece-
dents for this category [81, 4].

Interactional opportunity. Governance can alter whether actors have repeated, meaningful, and appro-
priately bounded opportunities to cooperate. Joint tasks, staged pilots, shared problem solving, reciprocal
commitments, and repeated contact may produce histories that cannot be created through declarations
alone. Their value depends on the structure of the interaction: coerced proximity or asymmetric exposure
can intensify vulnerability without producing justified trust.

Epistemic access. Transparency, explanation, inspectability, access to records, independent verification,
traceability, and channels for disagreement affect what can be known about a relation. These mechanisms
matter especially when a trust loop would otherwise become epistemically closed. Their function is not
simply to produce positive information. They keep disconfirming information reachable.

Spatial and atmospheric organization. Architecture, sound, lighting, material arrangement, privacy,
visibility, seating, thresholds, and other environmental properties can alter felt safety, exposure, attention,
and the ease of interaction. The discussion of atmosphere in Section 4 drew on Bohme’s account of at-
mospheres and their designed production [7]. In the present context, the governance relevance lies in
the capacity of environments to modulate relational orientation before explicit propositional judgment is
complete.

Symbolic and ritual composition. Ceremonies, professional dress, public commitments, seals, inter-
faces of authority, repeated forms of greeting, shared narratives, and institutional symbols can condense
histories or expectations. Some support coordination by making commitments legible. Others can merely
borrow the appearance of reliability. Their effect therefore has to be evaluated separately from the sub-
stantive quality of the relation.

Interface and choice architecture. Digital systems determine what information is prominent, which
actions are easy, when consent is requested, how warnings appear, and how difficult exit or verification
becomes. Human-computer interaction research on dark patterns shows that interface design can steer or
deceive users toward decisions that benefit a service while potentially harming users [49]. The relevance to
trust governance is direct: an interface can increase felt fluency or apparent legitimacy while simultaneously
weakening informed agency.
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Temporal organization. Waiting periods, cooling-off intervals, probation, renewal requirements, peri-
odic review, staged commitment, and opportunities to revisit earlier choices govern the tempo of relational
formation. Time itself does not create trust automatically, but temporal design affects whether evidence can
accumulate before vulnerability deepens and whether commitments can be revised when the environment
changes.

These families can be combined. A clinical institution, for example, may use professional certification,
confidential spatial design, repeated appointments, explanatory records, ritualized consent, and digital por-
tals simultaneously. The important analytical task is to disaggregate the mechanisms before judging the
resulting trust trajectory.

Definition 7.4 (Governance bundle). A governance bundle is a coordinated set of interventions across
two or more trust-generating condition families whose combined effects alter the relational environment in
which trust and distrust evolve.

Governance bundles make interaction effects likely. A transparent record system may support trust
when accountability is credible, yet the same transparency can become coercive under severe power asym-
metry. A welcoming environment may support difficult disclosure when confidentiality is reliable, yet
become manipulative when reassurance is used to induce exposure without adequate protection. Evalua-
tion therefore cannot be reduced to isolated design features.

7.2 Guarantees, Shared Experience, History

A recurring problem in trust formation concerns beginnings. Two actors may lack sufficient shared history
to justify substantial vulnerability, while the history needed for trust cannot arise without some initial
interaction. Third- party guarantees help explain how this apparent circularity can sometimes be partially
resolved.

A guarantee can take many forms: legal liability, a professional licence, escrow, collateral, insurance, a
reputable intermediary, an institutional complaints process, a bond, a certification regime, or a community
whose sanctions extend beyond the immediate transaction. These mechanisms do not eliminate uncertainty.
They change the distribution of risk and the expected consequences of violation. In doing so, they can create
a bounded zone in which actors are willing to test a relation that they would not otherwise enter.

Let v; denote potential vulnerability and let £, denote expected loss conditional on failure. A guarantee
q¢ may reduce the actor’s effective exposure without changing the counterpart’s underlying trustworthiness
Wt,

CT =0 — Qlqy), witter — ypefore ynless the guarantee changes conduct or capability.  (51)

This distinction matters. A guarantee can make interaction rationally or emotionally possible even when
evidence about the counterpart remains limited. The resulting interaction may then generate new evidence
about conduct. The guarantee therefore can contribute to the genesis of a relational history without serving
as proof of the other party’s intrinsic reliability.

Definition 7.5 (Initial safety field). An inifial safety field is a bounded relational environment in which
external protections, reversibility, or limited exposure reduce the cost of exploratory interaction sufficiently
for new trust-relevant history to be generated.

The phrase “field” is used locally here and does not claim a complete field theory of governance. Its
purpose is to emphasize that the relevant protection can be distributed across several conditions rather
than located in one actor. An initial safety field may combine law, institutional reputation, limited stakes,
observation, reversible commitment, and the availability of exit.

Guarantees can nevertheless fail in at least three ways. They can be non-credible, creating only ap-
parent safety. They can be inaccessible in practice, particularly for weaker parties. Or they can become
substitutes for substantive trustworthiness, allowing harmful relations to acquire legitimacy through bor-
rowed institutional prestige. Governance must therefore examine who stands behind the guarantee, how
claims can be enforced, what costs accompany its use, and whose interests the guarantor represents.
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A second family of interventions concerns common experience. Repeated cooperation can create ev-
idence, mutual expectations, memories, routines, and forms of affective familiarity. Section 5 described
historical sedimentation through repeated interaction. Governance can influence that process by structuring
opportunities for actors to encounter one another under conditions where meaningful reciprocal conduct
becomes possible.

This possibility is often more subtle than arranging contact. Shared experience has trust-generating
potential only when the experience carries relationally relevant information. Standing in the same room
need not reveal whether another actor honors commitments. Performing a low-stakes joint task may reveal
some forms of reliability while saying little about conduct under severe conflict. A designed experience
therefore has a domain and an evidential range.

Definition 7.6 (Relationally informative shared experience). A relationally informative shared experience
is a jointly encountered sequence whose structure permits participants to observe conduct relevant to a
specified dimension of future vulnerability, cooperation, reliability, or repair.

This definition helps distinguish genuine history generation from staged familiarity. Team-building
exercises, ceremonies, retreats, simulations, or community events may create warmth and common memory
while yielding little information about the dimensions on which future trust will actually depend. They are
not therefore valueless. Affective coordination can matter. But the kind of trust they support should not be
generalized beyond the experience’s informational scope without further evidence.

Shared experience also has distributive properties. One participant may bear more risk, perform more
emotional labor, disclose more personal information, or possess fewer opportunities to leave. A governance
arrangement that generates “common experience” through unequal sacrifice can produce apparent cohesion
while concealing asymmetry. The ethical unit of analysis must therefore include who contributes what to
the history from which trust later emerges.

7.3 Atmospheres, Interfaces, Manufactured Fluency

Section 4 argued that trust-relevant meaning can emerge from heterogeneous and indirect composition.
Governance consequently extends beyond explicit rules and statements. Spatial arrangement, rthythm, rep-
etition, sound, material texture, symbols, timing, and remembered events can be intentionally composed.
Such interventions deserve analysis precisely because they may alter a relational trajectory without operat-
ing through an explicit argument.

A hospital waiting room can make vulnerability feel either exposed or protected. A mediation space
can amplify confrontation or permit controlled attention. A public institution can communicate distance
through barriers and opaque procedures or accessibility through legible processes and approachable settings.
A digital service can borrow familiar visual conventions associated with security or public authority. None
of these effects determines trust, and none proves trustworthiness. Yet they can modify salience, affect,
willingness to disclose, and the interpretation of subsequent interaction.

We can represent such an intervention by a compositional vector ¢; whose components affect several
relational dimensions at once,

Axi 1 = Jo(x¢, Hy) Acy + my, (52)

where J. is a context-dependent sensitivity operator. The same change in atmosphere or symbolic form
can therefore have different effects for different histories. A security checkpoint may reassure one actor
and activate fear in another. Familiar ritual may signal dependable continuity to some participants while
signaling exclusion to others.

Remark 7.7 (No universal atmosphere of trust). A designed environment cannot be assumed to possess a
universal trust effect. Atmospheric and symbolic interventions are historically, culturally, and positionally
mediated. Their evaluation requires attention to heterogeneous participants and prior relational histories.

The governance implication is important. Poetic composition can sometimes support humane inter-
action where explicit persuasion would be inadequate. Yet its indirectness also creates a special risk of
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manipulation. When an institution intentionally produces felt safety while withholding material facts that
would change a reasonable actor’s judgment, compositional skill can become an instrument for bypassing
scrutiny rather than supporting relation.

Digital environments make the previous problem especially visible. Interfaces can reduce cognitive
burden, clarify procedures, expose provenance, and make consent more meaningful. They can also manu-
facture fluency: a smooth, professional, familiar, or frictionless experience may be interpreted as a signal of
competence or legitimacy even when the interface supplies little substantive evidence about the underlying
actor.

The literature on dark patterns provides a concrete warning that design can steer behavior through
coercion, misdirection, obstruction, urgency, social proof, and other mechanisms [49]. The present paper’s
claim is not that every persuasive interface is deceptive. Rather, interface features can enter trust-generating
loops, and their normative status depends partly on whether they preserve the user’s ability to inspect,
contest, and reverse the resulting commitment.

Definition 7.8 (Manufactured relational fluency). Manufactured relational fluency denotes intentionally
produced ease, familiarity, coherence, or affective reassurance that lowers friction in a trust-relevant inter-
action without necessarily increasing access to evidence about the underlying relation.

Fluency can be beneficial. A badly designed interface can make even a trustworthy institution inac-
cessible. The concern arises when lowered friction is paired with reduced epistemic access or increased
asymmetry. Examples include making acceptance effortless while making withdrawal difficult, present-
ing reassuring signals prominently while burying material conditions, or using social proof to accelerate
commitment before verification is possible.

The appropriate response is not to maximize friction. Excessive friction can itself exclude users and
make safe institutions unusable. The design problem is instead to align friction with relational significance.
High-vulnerability commitments may warrant pauses, verification, explicit explanation, or reversibility
even when those features reduce immediate conversion or reported confidence.

7.4 Manufactured Vulnerability, Constraints

Trust matters because it can enable vulnerability under uncertainty. That same feature creates a serious
governance problem: actors who control trust- generating conditions may be able to increase another party’s
willingness to become vulnerable without proportionately improving the safety or trustworthiness of the
relation.

Definition 7.9 (Manufactured vulnerability). Manufactured vulnerability occurs when an actor or institu-
tion intentionally or systematically alters trust-generating conditions in ways that increase another party’s
exposure, dependence, disclosure, commitment, or reduced vigilance without a commensurate improve-
ment in the protections, trustworthiness, or informed agency relevant to that exposure.

The concept is relational rather than psychological. It does not require the exposed actor to be irrational,
naive, or deceived about every relevant fact. The surrounding conditions can make increased exposure
reasonable from the actor’s local perspective while the designer possesses superior knowledge of risks,
alternatives, or downstream lock-in. Manufactured vulnerability can therefore arise through asymmetry
even without an explicit false statement.

Several pathways are possible. Institutional prestige can be transferred to an actor who is weakly mon-
itored. A reassuring environment can encourage personal disclosure before confidentiality protections are
clear. Repeated low-risk successes can be used to induce a later high-risk commitment outside the do-
main previously tested. Social proof can imply widespread confidence while hiding selection effects. Exit
can become costly only after trust has deepened. Monitoring can be reduced precisely when the relation
becomes more consequential.

A simple diagnostic compares the change in induced exposure AV with changes in protection AP,
relevant trustworthiness AW, and informed agency A A,

Mt = AV}/ - OéAPt - ﬁAWt - ’}/AAt, Oé,ﬁ,’)/ > 0. (53)
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The quantity M is not proposed as a universal metric. It records the structural question: did governance
increase exposure faster than it improved protection, trustworthiness, and agency? Empirical applications
would require domain-specific definitions and weights.

Remark 7.10 (Trust can be genuine while vulnerability is manufactured). Manufactured vulnerability does
not require the resulting trust to be subjectively fake. A person may sincerely experience trust because
the relational environment successfully generated it. The normative problem lies in the conditions and
asymmetries through which exposure was produced, not in whether the experience was psychologically
authentic.

This distinction is central to a Generative Relational analysis. A relational reality can be real in its
effects and still be unjustly produced. The fact that trust subsequently becomes self-reinforcing does not
cleanse the history of its generation.

A complete normative theory lies beyond the scope of this paper. The preceding analysis nevertheless
supports several constraints that any governance of trust-generating conditions should at least confront.

Legibility. Material features of the relation should be sufficiently visible for affected actors to understand
the kinds of vulnerability, guarantees, monitoring, and institutional backing involved. Perfect transparency
is neither possible nor always desirable, but obscuring decision-relevant structure should not be the method
by which trust is obtained.

Epistemic openness. Trust-generating systems should preserve channels through which contrary evi-
dence can appear and matter. Audit, complaint, appeal, external review, record access, and independent
verification are possible mechanisms. A system that only generates confirmatory information may create
stable trust while simultaneously degrading calibration.

Reversibility. Where uncertainty is substantial, actors should often be able to test a relation through
bounded commitments before deeper vulnerability becomes irreversible. This principle connects trust
governance to the calibrated reopening discussed in Section 6.

Contestability. Affected actors should be able to challenge not only outcomes but also the conditions
through which trust is being solicited. This includes questioning a guarantee, disputing a representation of
safety, resisting a ritualized expectation of confidence, or asking for an alternative interaction channel.

Proportional vulnerability. The demanded level of exposure should bear some defensible relation to the
evidence, protections, and reversibility available at that stage. A system that requires maximal disclosure
before demonstrating minimal reliability reverses the order through which trust can be ethically tested.

Exit and relation modification. Trust should not become a mechanism through which later refusal is
made impossible. Exit, renegotiation, delegation changes, reduced exposure, and partial withdrawal may
be necessary for relational learning. Where complete exit is impossible, meaningful possibilities for relation
modification become especially important.

Accountability of the condition designer. Governance analysis must include whoever controls the trust-
generating environment. Designers, institutions, intermediaries, platforms, professional bodies, and guar-
antors can shape relational trajectories while remaining outside the visible dyad. Their incentives and
responsibilities therefore belong within the unit of analysis.

Claim 7.11 (Governance criterion). A trust-generating intervention is normatively incomplete when its
evaluation reports only whether trust increased. A minimally adequate evaluation must also ask what expo-
sure changed, what evidence remained accessible, who controlled the intervention, what forms of revision
or exit remained possible, and whether underlying trustworthiness changed in the relevant domain.
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These constraints should not be read as a fixed checklist sufficient for every context. They identify
dimensions on which trust governance can fail even when participants report confidence and cooperation.

7.5 Governance, Research, Corrigibility

The Generative Relational perspective developed in this paper shifts the object of governance from a de-
sired terminal attitude to the evolving relations from which attitudes, conduct, evidence, and vulnerabilities
emerge. This shift has several consequences.

First, governance concerns processes of relation formation. Who can encounter whom, under what pro-
tections, through which mediators, with what information, and at what level of initial exposure all influence
the trajectories that can begin.

Second, governance concerns relation updating. Trustworthy systems require ways for new evidence to
modify prior expectations. A self-reinforcing relation that cannot learn from disconfirmation can become
stable for the wrong reason.

Third, governance concerns relation removal and exit. Some relations should not be repaired. Some
guarantees should be withdrawn. Some trust attractors should be escaped rather than strengthened. The
possibility of dissolution therefore belongs inside the governance problem from the beginning.

Fourth, governance concerns the evolution of governance mechanisms themselves. If the relational
landscape changes historically, a fixed procedure may cease to protect the same interests. Audit systems,
guarantees, disclosure rules, interface conventions, and repair processes need their own histories of revision.
This echoes the second-order dynamics introduced in Section 3: not only states but update rules can change.

The resulting orientation can be summarized in four verbs: enable, expose, revise, and release. Gov-
ernance should enable bounded interaction where worthwhile relations could emerge; expose actors to
relevant evidence rather than only reassurance; preserve revision when history changes; and make release
from harmful or exhausted relations materially possible. None of these verbs guarantees trust. That is
precisely the point.

Proposition 7.12 (Trust is not the governance endpoint). For a Generative Relational account, the gov-
ernance objective is not the production of maximal or permanent trust. It is the maintenance of relational
conditions under which trust and distrust can become better calibrated through history while vulnerability,
agency, correction, and exit remain normatively visible.

This proposition also limits the meaning of an attractive trust basin. A deep basin can support valuable
cooperation, but depth alone does not justify its preservation. If exit becomes impossible, contrary evi-
dence becomes inadmissible, or vulnerability is systematically displaced onto weaker actors, then attractor
stability can become a governance problem rather than an achievement.

The conceptual framework creates several empirical obligations. The first is mechanism identification.
Studies should distinguish whether an intervention changes trust through risk reduction, evidence produc-
tion, affective reassurance, institutional transfer, social proof, interface fluency, repeated interaction, or
another pathway.

The second is temporal separation. Immediate increases in reported trust may not predict later calibra-
tion. Longitudinal designs are needed to determine whether an intervention creates resilient cooperation,
suppresses detection of failure, or merely shifts the timing of distrust.

The third is heterogeneity. Atmospheric, symbolic, and institutional cues may have different effects
across histories, social positions, cultures, and prior experiences. Average effects can obscure groups for
whom the same intervention signals threat rather than safety.

The fourth is distributive analysis. Researchers should measure who becomes more vulnerable, who
obtains information, who bears monitoring costs, who can invoke guarantees, and who can exit. A trust
intervention can improve aggregate cooperation while worsening the position of a subgroup.

The fifth is counterfactual design. Where possible, studies should compare trust-generating interven-
tions with alternatives that improve actual trustworthiness or protection without directly targeting confi-
dence. Such comparisons can reveal whether experienced trust is responding to substantive institutional
improvement or primarily to presentation.
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The sixth is closure detection. Researchers should test whether mature trust systems remain sensitive
to negative evidence. A relation that remains stable because members continuously encounter reliability
differs from one that remains stable because evidence channels have narrowed.

Research Obligation 7.13 (Dual-outcome reporting). Empirical studies of trust governance should, where
feasible, report changes in experienced trust separately from changes in observable trustworthiness, pro-
tection, vulnerability, verification access, and exit conditions.

Research Obligation 7.14 (Designer-side analysis). Studies of designed trust environments should identify
the actors who select and control the relevant conditions, their incentives, the information they possess, and
the asymmetries between designers and participants.

These obligations are particularly important for the later normative analysis. Without them, a gov-
ernance system may appear successful precisely because its most consequential effects occur outside the
variable labeled “trust.”

8 Vulnerability, Power, Justice

Governance of trust-generating conditions raises a further question: who bears the vulnerability, receives
the benefits, controls the relevant evidence, and retains the capacity to contest or leave? A trust-supporting
relation can be dynamically stable and behaviorally productive while remaining normatively defective. Sta-
bility, trustworthiness, and justice must therefore be assessed separately even when they interact.

The ethical importance of entrusted vulnerability is longstanding in trust research [5]; work on auton-
omy and trust likewise directs attention toward trustworthiness, communication, consent, and institutional
conditions rather than a generalized demand for more trust [59]. The present framework adds a temporal
and relational problem: trust-producing interventions can change later action, evidence, dependence, and
interpretation, so the justice of the evolving process cannot be inferred from the initial intervention or from
mutually beneficial outcomes among the most visible parties.

No single metric of just trust is proposed. The section instead develops a normative profile covering
vulnerability and benefit, power over the trust-generating field, epistemic standing, third-party externalities,
refusal and exit, asymmetric trust demands, historical burdens, and the justice of relational change itself.

8.1 Stability, Vulnerability, Distribution

The attractor vocabulary can invite an understandable but mistaken normative shortcut. If a relation re-
peatedly returns to a stable region after ordinary perturbations, observers may be tempted to judge the
relation healthy, well-functioning, or socially desirable. Yet dynamical persistence supplies no such con-
clusion by itself. Many undesirable arrangements can be resilient. Some persist because actors repeatedly
receive good reasons to rely on one another; others persist because alternatives are blocked, dissent is costly,
contrary evidence is filtered, or weaker actors bear most of the cost of maintaining the relation.

Let A denote a trust-attractor candidate in the sense developed in Section 3. Let Stab(.A) denote its
dynamical stability, W(.A) an assessment of relevant trustworthiness, and J(.A) a normative assessment of
the relational arrangement. The framework requires the following separation:

Stab(A) % W(A),  Stab(A) = J(A). (54)

Even a favorable assessment of trustworthiness in one domain does not settle the wider question of justice.
A highly reliable organization can still impose unequal risks, silence affected groups, or externalize burdens
onto third parties.

Proposition 8.1 (No stability-to-justice inference). The persistence, depth, or resilience of a trust-attractor
candidate provides no sufficient reason to judge the underlying relational arrangement just. Normative as-
sessment requires additional information concerning vulnerability, power, epistemic access, contestability,
distribution, and exit.
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This proposition matters because self-reinforcement can hide normative defects. When a relation gen-
erates its own confirming evidence, recruits loyal participants, and lowers the frequency of challenge, ob-
served stability may increase precisely while opportunities for discovering injustice decrease. The norma-
tive task is therefore not to weaken every stable relation. It is to avoid making stability itself the criterion
by which the relation is justified.

Trust typically permits action under conditions in which complete verification would be costly or im-
possible. The resulting vulnerability is not necessarily a problem. Many valuable relations require some
willingness to rely on others. The justice question begins when vulnerability and benefit are distributed
unevenly, especially when the distribution is hidden by aggregate descriptions such as “high trust” or “suc-
cessful cooperation.”

Consider a relational system with actors ¢ = 1, ..., n. For each actor, let

Uit = (Vis big, ki, iy Tig), (55)

where v; ; denotes relevant vulnerability, b; ; relational benefit, k; ; epistemic access to information needed
for evaluation, c; ; the cost of contestation, and z; ; realistic exit capacity. These quantities are not assumed
to share a common scale. The vector is a diagnostic device, not an invitation to collapse heterogeneous
normative dimensions into one utility score.

An intervention can increase aggregate cooperation while changing the profiles very differently. For
example, a guarantee may reduce uncertainty for a powerful institution while requiring a weaker partici-
pant to disclose more information. A platform may create frictionless interaction while making appeal or
withdrawal difficult. A workplace may increase team cohesion while shifting care, emotional regulation,
or informal monitoring labor onto a subset of members. The resulting relation may become more stable
even though the burden of stabilization becomes more unequal.

Definition 8.2 (Vulnerability asymmetry). A relational configuration exhibits vulnerability asymmetry
when actors whose participation contributes to the maintenance or benefit of the relation bear materially
different exposure to loss, retaliation, dependency, or irreversibility, and those differences are normatively
relevant to the relation under examination.

Vulnerability asymmetry is not automatically unjust. Differences in role, responsibility, expertise,
or voluntarily accepted risk can matter. The point is that the asymmetry must remain visible. A trust
framework that records only reported confidence can erase the very distribution through which confidence
becomes possible.

The same caution applies to benefits. Trust can generate lower transaction costs, easier coordination,
emotional security, information sharing, status, market access, or institutional legitimacy. These gains may
accrue to different actors than those who bear the corresponding exposure. A relational analysis should
therefore ask not only “who trusts whom?” but also “who gains from this trust, and who becomes vulnerable
in order for those gains to be produced?”

Claim 8.3 (Distributional visibility). Any normative assessment of trust production is incomplete when it
reports the level or stability of trust without also identifying the distribution of relevant benefits, vulnera-
bilities, verification burdens, and opportunities for correction.

8.2 Power, Fields, Epistemic Justice

Section 7 described trust-generating conditions such as guarantees, procedures, interfaces, atmospheres,
repeated interaction, and symbolic composition. These conditions are rarely selected from nowhere. Some
actors possess greater authority to set them, greater resources to modify them, and greater capacity to
define normal behavior within them. Justice therefore concerns not only outcomes within a relational field
but also power over the construction and revision of the field itself.

Let -, denote a vector of governable conditions affecting relational evolution. We can augment the
state update from earlier sections by writing

X1 = P(X¢, Y4 61) (56)
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where 6, contains historically evolving update parameters. A further object is then required:

Pt = (pl,t7 s 7pn,t)7 (57)

where p; ; schematically represents the actor’s effective influence over selection, interpretation, or revision
of ~:. Again, the notation is diagnostic. It directs attention toward a question that a purely behavioral
model can miss: who has the capacity to shape the conditions from which later trust emerges?

Power over the trust-generating field can operate through obvious authority, but it can also operate
through design. The actor who selects default settings, controls verification channels, chooses which his-
tories are displayed, defines acceptable evidence, or determines the cost of appeal can alter relational
trajectories without issuing an explicit command. The ethical problem becomes especially sharp when
such design increases another actor’s willingness to accept vulnerability while leaving the designer’s own
exposure largely unchanged.

Definition 8.4 (Field-shaping asymmetry). Field-shaping asymmetry exists when actors possess substan-
tially unequal capacity to select or revise trust-generating conditions while the resulting conditions materi-
ally affect the vulnerabilities, interpretations, or options of other participants.

Field-shaping asymmetry is not identical to domination, manipulation, or injustice. Institutions often
need delegated authority to design procedures. The concept instead identifies where further normative
scrutiny is required. Legitimacy, accountability, transparency, expertise, necessity, and the availability of
meaningful challenge can all alter the evaluation.

Trust governance has an epistemic dimension because relations depend on whose reports are believed,
which events count as evidence, and which interpretations remain available. Fricker’s account of epistemic
injustice analyzes harms that arise when persons are wronged in their epistemic capacities, including cred-
ibility distortions linked to social power [22]. Dotson further examines forms of silencing in which hearers
fail to meet the vulnerabilities of speakers in testimonial exchange [17]. Medina develops a broader ac-
count of epistemic resistance and the social conditions that shape epistemic interaction [54]. These works
are directly relevant to trust production because a trustful environment can become epistemically closed
when some warnings are structurally difficult to voice or receive.

Suppose a community has developed a strong trust attractor around an institution. A participant reports
a violation. If mature trust makes members interpret the report through a presumption that the institution
“would never do that,” the existing attractor can lower the report’s effective credibility. The problem is not
merely that the group might reach an incorrect factual conclusion. The trust relation itself can participate
in determining which speakers are heard and which evidence is admitted into subsequent updating.

This produces a difficult asymmetry. Trust is often praised because it reduces the need for constant
suspicion. Yet the same reduction in suspicion can become normatively dangerous when it lowers the
receptivity of the system to well-grounded dissent. Conversely, distrust originating from actors who have
experienced repeated failures may contain information that a highly trustful majority does not possess.

Definition 8.5 (Epistemic closure of trust). A trust relation exhibits epistemic closure to the extent that the
mechanisms maintaining confidence systematically reduce access to, uptake of, or appropriate responsive-
ness toward evidence capable of revising that confidence.

The definition is deliberately mechanism-centered. Stable trust is not closed merely because negative
evidence is rare. Closure concerns the relation between stability and the suppression, discounting, or non-
production of potentially revising information.

Proposition 8.6 (Distrust can carry epistemic value). The presence of distrust does not by itself indicate
relational failure. Under conditions of asymmetric experience, prior violation, weak accountability, or un-
equal access to evidence, distrust may preserve information and motivate verification that a trustful majority
would otherwise lose.

This proposition should not be reversed into a presumption that distrust is always epistemically superior.
Suspicion can also become self-reinforcing and closed. Section 6 already argued this point. The normative
requirement is symmetry of corrigibility: both trust and distrust should remain capable of revision when
relevant evidence changes.
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8.3 Externalities, Third Parties, Exit

Many theories and empirical studies of trust focus on a dyad, team, or bounded organization. Yet a rela-
tion can generate effects beyond the parties whose trust is being measured. The ethical assessment must
therefore widen the unit of analysis when trust production displaces costs onto outsiders.

Consider actors A and B whose mutual trust lowers monitoring and accelerates decision-making. Their
relation may be beneficial to both. Suppose, however, that reduced monitoring increases the probability
that errors are transferred to clients, subcontractors, residents, future users, or another group C' that has
little voice in the relation. Alternatively, A and B may build trust by sharing information supplied by C
without meaningful authorization, by excluding C' from deliberation, or by stabilizing norms that impose
costs on C'. Nothing in the mutuality of trust between A and B settles the justice of these wider effects.

Definition 8.7 (Trust externality). A trust externality is a normatively relevant benefit, burden, risk, or
constraint produced or amplified by a trust relation and borne by actors who are not adequately represented
in the formation or governance of that relation.

The concept extends the earlier distinction between trust and trustworthiness. Even when A and B are
genuinely trustworthy toward one another, their stable relation can remain harmful to C. This possibility
is especially important for organizations and institutions because trust can increase coordination capacity.
Greater capacity can magnify both beneficial and harmful effects.

Proposition 8.8 (No mutuality-to-justice inference). Mutual trust and reciprocal benefit among the direct
parties to a relation do not provide sufficient grounds for judging the wider relational arrangement just when
relevant third-party effects exist.

A Generative Relational analysis therefore resists closing the system boundary too early. The practical
question is not that every relation must include every possible outsider. Rather, the boundary of norma-
tive analysis should expand when credible pathways connect trust production to externalized vulnerability,
resource use, evidential exclusion, environmental effects, or transferred risk. Young’s work on structural
responsibility offers a useful neighboring resource for thinking about responsibility within processes whose
outcomes cannot be reduced to one isolated actor’s intention [80]. The present argument is narrower: rela-
tional benefits can coexist with wider burden transfer, so justice requires attention to the network through
which those burdens travel.

A system that values trust can easily construe refusal to be a defect. A worker who asks for verification
may be labeled disloyal; a patient who seeks a second opinion may appear uncooperative; a platform user
who rejects data sharing may be burdened with additional friction; a citizen who questions an institution
may be told that confidence is necessary for collective functioning. These responses reveal why the capacity
not to trust deserves explicit normative protection.

Hirschman’s classic distinction among exit, voice, and loyalty provides a useful starting point for ana-
lyzing responses to organizational decline [30]. For the present framework, the relevant insight is not that
exit always solves relational injustice. Exit can be unavailable, costly, or capable of weakening voice. In-
stead, both voice and exit are relational capacities whose practical availability affects whether trust remains
voluntary and corrigible.

Definition 8.9 (Realistic exit). An actor possesses realistic exit from a trust relation when withdrawal or
substantial reduction of reliance is not merely formally permitted but can be exercised without costs so
prohibitive that the permission becomes practically empty relative to the actor’s circumstances.

This definition is context-sensitive. Leaving a friendship, employment relation, digital platform, medi-
cal system, financial institution, or political community involves very different alternatives and costs. The
framework does not demand costless exit. It demands that analysis distinguish legal or formal permission
from effective capacity.

Voice is equally important. Where exit is difficult, participants need channels through which they can
question evidence, report violations, contest the design of trust-generating conditions, and seek correction
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without automatically being classified untrustworthy. A relation that requires visible demonstrations of
confidence in order to retain membership can make honest epistemic updating socially dangerous.

Claim 8.10 (Protected refusal). The ethical governance of trust requires some protected space for withhold-
ing, reducing, or revising trust without interpreting every act of refusal to be proof of bad faith, disloyalty,
or relational defect.

Protected refusal does not prohibit relational consequences. Repeated refusal can reasonably affect
cooperation in some contexts. The claim instead rejects a closed structure in which the only acceptable
evidence of belonging is the continued performance of trust.

8.4 Trust Demands, Extraction, Unequal Gains

Trust can be requested, encouraged, expected, or institutionally presupposed. The ethical significance of
such demands depends partly on who makes them and what evidence or vulnerability accompanies them.
A powerful actor may ask a weaker actor to “trust the process” while controlling the process, the data, the
appeal mechanism, and the consequences of refusal. In such a case, the language of trust can obscure an
asymmetry in which one party is asked to bear uncertainty that the other party has the capacity to reduce.

The problem is not solved simply by providing more reassurance. Reassurance can itself become
another trust-generating intervention. The stronger response is to ask whether the demanding party can
improve the relation’s objective trustworthiness, distribute vulnerability more fairly, disclose relevant in-
formation, accept reciprocal accountability, or reduce the cost of challenge.

Definition 8.11 (Asymmetric trust demand). An asymmetric trust demand occurs when one actor or insti-
tution seeks another actor’s reliance, lowered verification, or increased vulnerability while retaining sub-
stantially greater control over relevant information, conditions of interaction, remedies, or exit costs.

Not every asymmetric trust demand is wrongful. Emergency settings, specialized expertise, fiduciary
arrangements, and complex infrastructures can create unavoidable informational asymmetries. The defini-
tion identifies the structure that requires justification. Relevant questions include whether the asymmetry is
necessary, whether it is reduced when possible, whether oversight exists, whether errors can be corrected,
and whether the less powerful actor has meaningful remedies.

The distinction also helps clarify manufactured vulnerability from Section 7. An institution need not
deceive participants to create unjustified exposure. It may accurately describe its procedures while using
atmosphere, social norms, friction, or dependency to increase reliance beyond what participants would
accept under more symmetric conditions of information and choice.

The recursive framework permits a further possibility. Once trust changes behavior, the resulting
relation can generate resources for one party: data, attention, unpaid coordination, loyalty, reputational le-
gitimacy, emotional labor, reduced compliance costs, or access to another actor’s network. These resources
can then strengthen the conditions under which further trust is requested. Where the benefits of this cycle
are persistently captured by one side while vulnerability and maintenance work are concentrated on the
other, the process deserves a distinct diagnostic label.

Definition 8.12 (Trust extraction). Trust extraction denotes a relational process in which an actor or insti-
tution systematically captures substantial benefits made possible by another party’s trust while shifting a
disproportionate share of the associated vulnerability, maintenance work, uncertainty, or correction costs
onto that party or onto third parties.

The term is intentionally narrower than exploitation in general. It does not claim that every unequal gain
from trust is exploitative, nor does it provide a complete theory of exploitation. Its purpose is to identify a
mechanism through which trust itself can become a productive relational resource whose returns and risks
are distributed asymmetrically.

Trust extraction can coexist with genuine affection, sincere cooperation, or institutional usefulness.
This is precisely why the concept matters. Normative defects need not depend on cynical intention. A
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self-reinforcing relation can produce increasingly unequal gains through ordinary routines even when no
actor initially designed that outcome.

Remark 8.13 (Intent is not the only normative variable). The absence of manipulative intent does not settle
the justice of a trust relation. Recursive processes can generate asymmetric burdens through institutional
routines, historical inheritance, network position, or cumulative feedback that no single actor fully controls.

This observation connects the present analysis to wider work on structural responsibility [80]. It also
reinforces the need for periodic relational review. A relation that began under acceptable conditions may
evolve into a different distribution of dependency and benefit.

8.5 Temporal Justice, Relational Change

Trust attractors are historical objects in the minimal sense that their present behavior depends on prior
interaction. This path dependence produces a temporal problem of justice. Current actors often enter
relational landscapes they did not create. Some inherit reputational advantages, institutional legitimacy,
procedural defaults, or networks of confidence. Others inherit histories of violation, exclusion, surveillance,
or broken promises. Equal treatment at time ¢ need not therefore create equal relational conditions.
Let H; denote the relevant relational history available at time ¢. The state update can be written schemat-
ically as
Xi1 = D(x¢, Hy, 75 0) . (58)

If two groups receive the same present intervention =y, but possess different histories H, t(l) and Ht(2), the
intervention may generate different meanings, risks, and trajectories. A request for trust that appears modest
against one history can be unreasonable against another.

This is one reason universal trust-building scripts often fail. Reassurance, ritual, transparency, apology,
or shared experience do not enter an empty relational field. Their meaning is filtered through prior expecta-
tions and memory. The ethical response cannot be to demand that history disappear for the sake of present
cooperation. Nor must inherited distrust remain permanent. The point is that repair and trust production
should address the conditions under which historical reasons for distrust can be examined, answered, and
revised.

Definition 8.14 (Historical burden of trust production). A historical burden of trust production is a present
cost, skepticism, or vulnerability requirement whose normative significance depends materially on prior
relational events rather than on the current interaction considered in isolation.

The definition allows both directions. A history of reliability can lower the reasonable burden of re-
peated proof. A history of violation can increase the reasonable burden of demonstration and repair. Justice
therefore requires attention to temporal asymmetry rather than a permanent rule that all actors must begin
from identical confidence.

The preceding analyses suggest a broader object of normative inquiry. Standard assessment often begins
after a relation already exists: is the current exchange fair, is the institution trustworthy, or is the present
decision legitimate? A Generative Relational approach also asks how the relation itself was formed, how
its update rules are maintained, who can revise it, and under what conditions it can be dissolved.

Definition 8.15 (Relational-change justice). Relational-change justice concerns the normative conditions
governing how consequential relations are initiated, reinforced, revised, weakened, and ended, including the
distribution of power, vulnerability, epistemic standing, benefit, burden, and temporal opportunity across
those processes.

This definition does not replace distributive, procedural, corrective, recognitional, or epistemic theories
of justice. It identifies a process-level question that cuts across them. The same distribution at one time
can arise through very different histories. Likewise, a relation that appears acceptable in a static snapshot
may be maintained through update rules that make future correction increasingly difficult.

For trust, relational-change justice directs attention toward at least five moments:
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1. Formation: Were actors able to understand and meaningfully influence the conditions under which
reliance began?

2. Reinforcement: Did positive feedback distribute gains and vulnerability acceptably, and did it pre-
serve access to disconfirming evidence?

3. Revision: Could actors challenge interpretations, procedures, and field-shaping conditions when
circumstances changed?

4. Repair: After violation, were acknowledgment, remedy, and renewed vulnerability distributed with-
out forcing the injured party to bear the primary burden of restoration?

5. Dissolution: Could the relation be weakened or ended without retaliation, impossible loss, or unjust
transfer of costs to others?

These moments need not be governed by identical norms. A medical relationship, family relation,
public institution, voluntary association, and digital platform create different rights, duties, dependencies,
and exit conditions. The value of the framework lies in retaining the temporal sequence and the possibility
that justice changes with the relation.

Proposition 8.16 (Justice is trajectory-sensitive). Where relational history materially changes vulnerability,
evidence, dependency, or the rules of future updating, a normatively adequate assessment cannot rely solely
on the current relational state. It must also examine the trajectory and the mechanisms through which that
state became stable.

8.6 Normative Profile, Research, Limits

The analysis so far resists a single objective such as maximizing trust, cooperation, stability, or even exit.
Each can be valuable under some conditions and harmful under others. The appropriate next step is there-
fore a profile of constraints and questions rather than an optimization target.

For a trust-generating intervention g, let

N(g,t) = (AV, AB, AK, AC, AX, AE, AR) (59)

)
t
where the components schematically record changes in vulnerability V, benefit B, epistemic access K,
contestation costs C, exit capacity X, third-party externalities E, and revisability R. No weights are fixed

here. The profile exists to prevent success on one dimension from making other changes invisible.
A preliminary normative evaluation can then ask whether the intervention:

1. improves or preserves relevant trustworthiness rather than merely confidence;

2. avoids concentrating vulnerability on actors with the least power over the trust-generating field;
3. preserves access to relevant evidence and protects the intelligibility of dissent;

4. keeps correction, voice, and realistic exit available in forms proportionate to the stakes;

5. identifies and limits serious third-party externalities;

6. avoids converting historical disadvantage into a demand for greater present vulnerability; and

7. remains open to revision when the relation’s distribution of benefit, dependency, or risk changes.

Claim 8.17 (Normative non-equivalence). An intervention that increases experienced trust, cooperation,
or relational stability has not thereby demonstrated an improvement in justice. Normative evaluation must
remain multidimensional and trajectory-sensitive.
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This non-maximizing approach is intentionally modest. A complete theory would need principles for
resolving conflicts among the dimensions. For example, stronger verification can improve epistemic access
while increasing privacy costs; easier exit can protect autonomy while weakening incentives for internal
voice; and deep relational commitment can create valuable continuity while increasing dependency. The
current paper does not resolve these conflicts. It makes them explicit so that trust is not permitted to
substitute for all of them.

The normative account also imposes an empirical requirement: justice-relevant variables cannot be
reconstructed from an average trust score. Studies should disaggregate who becomes vulnerable and who
benefits; examine whether critical speakers face credibility deficits, silencing, or retaliation [22, 17]; dis-
tinguish formal permission to exit from realistic exit; trace serious third-party effects; compare present
interventions with relevant relational histories; and identify who controls the defaults, guarantees, informa-
tion channels, interfaces, and revision procedures through which trust is produced.

Research Obligation 8.18 (Justice-sensitive observation). Empirical assessment of trust-generating con-
ditions should record, where relevant, the distribution of vulnerability and benefit, the credibility of dis-
sent, realistic exit capacity, third-party externalities, historical asymmetries, and control over the trust-
generating field.

These obligations also constrain formal modeling. A model with a single trust variable can illuminate
some dynamics while making distributive and epistemic asymmetries impossible to represent. The appro-
priate level of complexity therefore depends on the research question. Parsimony is valuable, but a model
cannot answer a justice question after removing every variable through which injustice could appear.

The paper can now state a limited normative orientation without claiming a complete theory of just
trust. Trust-generating conditions are ethically more defensible when they improve the grounds for war-
ranted reliance, distribute vulnerability and benefit in ways that can be justified to affected actors, preserve
epistemic openness, protect meaningful challenge, and keep relations revisable when conditions change.
They are ethically more concerning when they produce confidence by narrowing evidence, shifting expo-
sure to weaker actors, penalizing refusal, hiding third-party costs, or making an already asymmetric relation
increasingly difficult to contest.

Proposition 8.19 (Preliminary justice orientation). Governance of trust-generating conditions should not
seek relational stability independently of the processes that create and maintain it. Normative assessment
should examine whether affected actors can know, question, revise, and where appropriate leave consequen-
tial relations without bearing unjustifiably concentrated vulnerability or transferring serious unacknowledged
costs to others.

The proposition does not imply that every relation must be continuously negotiated. Durable expecta-
tions and routines are among the benefits of trust. Nor does it require equal vulnerability in every interaction.
The proposal is instead directed against a narrower error: taking the successful generation of confidence
to be sufficient evidence that the relational process producing it is legitimate.

The broader implication is that trust has both generative power and normative opacity. Because it
changes behavior, evidence, interpretation, and future possibility, trust can help create the reality within
which its continuation appears reasonable. That recursive achievement can support cooperation and care.
It can also make inequity harder to perceive. Justice therefore enters not only at the moment of deciding
whether to trust, but throughout the history in which the relation becomes capable of sustaining itself.

9 Measurement, Identification, Falsification

The framework becomes useful only if its central claims can be separated empirically. Persistence is not
by itself evidence of an attractor; correlation across time is not by itself evidence of self-reinforcement; a
memorable event is not by itself evidence of poetic composition. Research design must therefore identify
the relational trajectory, the proposed feedback channel, the relevant perturbations or contrasts, and the
outcomes through which the claim could fail.
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This task is demanding because experienced trust, perceived trustworthiness, actual reliability, vulner-
ability, monitoring, institutional assurance, interpretation, affect, and exit conditions can move together
while remaining analytically distinct. Trust can also change the interactions from which later evidence is
produced. The section therefore develops a plural empirical programme: multidimensional measurement,
temporally adequate observation, feedback-channel identification, perturbation tests for attractor claims,
sequence and context tests for poetic composition, and governance outcomes that include protection, evi-
dence access, contestability, and exit rather than trust scores alone.

9.1 Trajectories, Measurement, Separation

A natural unit of observation for the present framework is not an isolated trust judgment but a relational
trajectory. Let

To:r = (X0,20,Y0;X1,81,¥1; ... X7) (60)
represent an observed history over a specified domain. Here x; contains the trust-relevant relational con-
figuration, a; actions, and y; observations generated through interaction. The empirical meaning of each
component must be specified for the setting under study. A workplace team, a patient-clinician relation, a
humanitarian organization, an online platform, and an interorganizational partnership need not instantiate
the same coordinates.

A trajectory perspective changes the research question. Instead of asking only whether trust is high
or low, one can ask which histories lead toward similar regions, which disturbances produce departure,
which processes support return, and whether the rules of updating themselves change after major events.
This orientation is consistent with the longitudinal evidence already present in organizational trust research.
Serva, Fuller, and Mayer, for example, studied reciprocal relations among trust, perceived trustworthiness,
and risk-taking over time rather than reducing trust to one cross-sectional observation [68]. Ferrin, Bligh,
and Kohles likewise examined spiraling relations between perceived trustworthiness and cooperation [21].
The present framework asks for an additional step: identify how those reciprocal processes alter later
relational possibilities and whether their consequences produce recoverable regions, path dependence, or
closure.

Research Obligation 9.1 (Trajectory-level observation). When a claim concerns self-reinforcement, path
dependence, repair, or attractor formation, empirical observation should include sufficient temporal struc-
ture to distinguish a trajectory from a repeated measurement of one static state.

The requirement does not imply that every study must be long in calendar time. Some relations update
rapidly. Repeated strategic interaction can generate a meaningful history within minutes, while institu-
tional trust may require years or decades. What matters is that the temporal resolution corresponds to the
mechanisms under examination. Nor should duration itself substitute for reinforcement: a meta-analysis
of exchange relationships finds only a small average association between relationship duration and trust,
with substantial variation across studies and several potentially countervailing mechanisms [77].

The theory repeatedly distinguishes experienced trust, trustworthiness, justification, vulnerability, insti-
tutional assurance, and justice. Empirical measurement should preserve those distinctions where possible.
Let a study record an observation vector

M = (Tit, Wity Vigs Hits Fits Xirt)» (61)

where 7 denotes experienced trust, w observable indicators of relevant trustworthiness, v vulnerability or
exposure, (4 monitoring or verification intensity, x epistemic access, and y realistic exit capacity. These
symbols are placeholders for domain-specific measures rather than a claim that the dimensions admit a
common scale.

The distinction is necessary because several theoretically important patterns are invisible in a trust-only
outcome. Experienced trust may rise while verification access falls. Cooperation may increase while one
subgroup becomes more exposed. Institutional assurance may raise confidence without changing the be-
havior of the underlying actor. A repair intervention may improve reported trust while leaving the violated
procedure unchanged. Conversely, actual trustworthiness may improve before experienced trust recovers.
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Claim 9.2 (Non-equivalence of empirical outcomes). An observed increase in experienced trust should
not be taken to provide sufficient evidence of increased trustworthiness, improved protection, reduced
vulnerability, or greater justice.

A useful design therefore combines self-report with behavioral, institutional, and relational indicators.
Depending on the setting, these may include willingness to disclose information, delegation, acceptance of
risk, frequency of verification, error rates, fulfillment of commitments, complaint access, appeal outcomes,
concentration of dependence, response to negative evidence, and the material cost of exit. Qualitative
material can add dimensions that standardized instruments may miss, especially the changing meaning of
events across different histories.

The objective is not methodological maximalism. More variables do not automatically produce bet-
ter explanation. The purpose of dimensional separation is to prevent a single trust score from carrying
theoretical burdens that belong to different objects.

9.2 Identification, Self-Reinforcement, Attractors

The central empirical challenge is to distinguish self-reinforcement from ordinary temporal persistence. A
high correlation between 7; and 7,1 is insufficient. Persistence can arise from stable personality, unchang-
ing external conditions, repeated exposure to an independently trustworthy actor, institutional constraint,
measurement inertia, or many other processes. The present framework requires a mediated loop through
which the current relation changes conditions relevant to its own later continuation.

Let R; denote a candidate reinforcement channel, such as disclosure, cooperation, reciprocal vulnera-
bility, interpretive leniency, reduced monitoring, institutional assurance, or accumulated shared history. A
minimal causal sequence can be represented schematically by

X — Ry — 2411 — X441, (62)

where z,1 contains conditions or evidence affected by the channel. The arrows in Equation (62) represent
a formal causal hypothesis, not a substitute for verbal explanation. The substantive claim must identify
what each link means in the empirical setting.

For example, a disclosure mechanism might predict that higher trust increases voluntary disclosure;
disclosure creates opportunities for protective or exploitative response; the response becomes evidence; and
that evidence changes later trust. A cooperation mechanism might predict that trust permits coordination
that would otherwise not occur; successful coordination changes perceived reliability; and the changed
perception alters willingness to cooperate again. A monitoring mechanism might predict that trust lowers
verification; reduced verification changes which failures become observable; and the resulting evidential
environment affects later trust.

Three types of contrast are especially useful.

Channel interruption. Intervene on the proposed mediator while holding other conditions as compara-
ble as possible. If reduced monitoring is the proposed reinforcing mechanism, introducing independent
audit without changing the partner’s behavior can test whether persistence depends partly on evidential
thinning. If reciprocal vulnerability is proposed, designs can vary whether one party has an opportunity to
reciprocate.

Alternative-path comparison. Compare relations that reach similar present trust levels through differ-
ent histories. If the framework is correct, equal current trust need not imply equal responses to future
perturbation. A relation stabilized through repeated verified reliability may react differently from one
stabilized primarily through symbolic assurance or dependence.
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Mechanism substitution. Replace one trust-supporting pathway with another. For example, increase ac-
tual monitoring quality while reducing reassuring presentation, or strengthen institutional protection while
leaving interpersonal familiarity unchanged. Such designs help distinguish confidence generated by sub-
stantive protection from confidence generated by fluency or atmosphere.

Research Obligation 9.3 (Feedback-channel identification). A claim of relational self-reinforcement
should identify at least one trust-dependent mediator whose alteration changes the probability, resilience,
or recoverability of later trust-relevant configurations.

This obligation also creates a route to falsification. If proposed mediators do not change later trajec-
tories, the self-reinforcement claim should be weakened or abandoned for that setting. The framework
should not redescribe every instance of stability after the fact.

The term attractor imposes a stronger evidential burden than feedback. A feedback loop can exist
without producing an attractor, and an observed cluster of states can occur without attraction. Standard
dynamical systems terminology associates attraction with the behavior of trajectories from a neighborhood
of initial conditions [71]. In complex empirical systems, exact reconstruction of a phase portrait may be
impossible. The weaker notion of a trust-attractor candidate therefore remains useful, but it should be tied
to observable signatures.

At least five signatures deserve attention.

Local return after perturbation. After a disturbance that displaces the relation, trajectories tend to
return toward a similar region without requiring complete external reset. The speed, path, and degree of
return may vary.

Neighborhood dependence. Relations beginning from sufficiently similar configurations display some
convergence in later relational behavior. This does not require identical outcomes, but attraction should
imply more than persistence of a single case.

Basin sensitivity. The effect of a perturbation depends on the region from which the trajectory starts.
The same ambiguous event may be absorbed in one history and trigger a large transition in another.

Multistability or hysteresis. Different stable relational regimes can persist under similar external condi-
tions, and reversing an external change may not immediately restore the prior relation. Historical lock-in,
increasing returns, and path dependence provide neighboring theoretical resources for interpreting such
patterns [3].

Changing recovery near transition. When a relation approaches a qualitative transition, recovery from
small perturbations may change. Work on critical transitions in complex systems shows why altered recov-
ery behavior can sometimes precede regime shifts, although those results cannot simply be imported into
trust without independent validation [67]. In trust research, the appropriate question is whether empirically
observed recovery dynamics carry information about increasing fragility in the specific relational system.

These signatures should be considered jointly rather than turned into a checklist that automatically
proves attraction. A study can also encounter cyclic, drifting, metastable, or externally driven dynamics.
Those outcomes are not failures of research. They indicate that the attractor vocabulary is too strong or
incomplete for the observed case.

Definition 9.4 (Empirical trust-attractor candidate). An empirical trust-attractor candidate is a recurrent
relational region for which observed trajectories provide evidence of local return, path-sensitive resilience,
or neighborhood-level convergence through identifiable endogenous mechanisms, while alternative expla-
nations remain explicitly examined.
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Research Obligation 9.5 (Attractor alternatives). Studies invoking trust-attractor language should com-
pare the attractor hypothesis with plausible alternatives such as stable exogenous conditions, measurement
persistence, strategic equilibrium, institutional constraint, seasonal recurrence, or unobserved common
causes.

9.3 Perturbation, Rupture, Temporal Order

Sections 3 and 6 placed perturbation and repair near the center of the dynamical account. Empirically,
perturbations are valuable because they reveal properties that are difficult to observe under equilibrium-
like conditions. A relation can appear stable while its resilience remains unknown.

Perturbations need not be artificially harmful. Ethical research can use low-stakes ambiguity, con-
trolled information delays, mild coordination failure, changes in verification access, or naturally occurring
disruptions. Historical and organizational studies can analyze actual crises without producing them. The
critical design question is whether the disturbance is theoretically linked to the domain of trust under study.

Several quantities may be informative. Let d; denote distance from a specified trust-supporting rela-
tional region St. Following a perturbation at time ¢y, one may examine a recovery profile

p(k) =dyyrn, k=0,1,... K. (63)

The function p need not be monotonic. Oscillation, overshoot, delayed repair, and partial recovery may all
carry substantive meaning. Comparative work can ask whether histories, institutional guarantees, or repair
practices change the shape of p.

Repair requires additional observations because a return in reported trust does not show that the relation
has returned to its previous configuration. The post-repair relation may contain new monitoring practices,
altered memory, changed vulnerability, institutional safeguards, or domain-specific distrust. A successful
design should therefore compare configuration profiles rather than one scalar before and after repair.

Claim 9.6 (Repair leaves historical residue). Where rupture and repair alter memory, verification prac-
tices, institutional conditions, or vulnerability, equal pre-rupture and post-repair trust scores do not imply
restoration of the same relational state.

This claim creates several empirical questions. Do repaired relations become more robust to similar
future violations? Do they become more cautious while remaining cooperative? Does apology work dif-
ferently after competence-related and integrity-related breaches, consistent with established trust-repair
research [36, 75]? Do organizational reforms change the conditions of later evaluation, not merely imme-
diate confidence [23]? These questions connect the framework to an existing empirical literature while
extending attention toward longer relational trajectories.

A major claim of the paper is that history can matter through more than the accumulation of positive
and negative evidence. The order, spacing, recurrence, and framing of events may change their relational
significance. This claim is empirically testable.

Suppose two histories contain the same multiset of events

E={e1,ea,...,em}, (64)

but present those events in different orders m and 7. Let U (7(€)) denote a later trust-relevant update. A
temporal-order hypothesis predicts that, for some histories,

U(r(€)) #U(x'(€)). (65)

This is the empirical counterpart of temporal non-commutativity introduced in Section 4.

Experimental designs can vary whether a supportive act occurs before or after an ambiguous failure,
whether a guarantee precedes or follows disclosure, whether repair begins immediately or after denial, or
whether repeated small acts precede one salient symbolic event. Longitudinal observational designs can
use naturally varying sequences while accounting for selection processes as carefully as possible.
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History should also be studied through memory and reinterpretation. Participants may later revise
what earlier events meant. Interviews, diaries, archival records, message histories, and repeated narrative
elicitation can reveal this process. The purpose is not to privilege retrospective accounts over behavioral
data. It is to observe a component of relational state that may itself change through time.

Research Obligation 9.7 (History-preserving design). When the hypothesis concerns sequence, memory,
or reinterpretation, data collection should preserve event order and relevant contextual links rather than
reducing the history prematurely to cumulative counts or averages.

A null result is informative. If permutations of theoretically relevant events produce no detectable
difference under adequate power and measurement, then claims about temporal composition should be
narrowed for that domain.

9.4 Poetic Composition, Design, Manipulation

The concept of poetic relational composition is especially vulnerable to post hoc overinterpretation. Any
memorable event can be given the label “poetic” after it changes a relation. Empirical work therefore needs
prospective criteria.

Section 4 defined the concept through heterogeneous, partial, indirect, temporally dispersed, and
context-sensitive elements whose composition can acquire relational significance. At least four empirical
properties follow.

Heterogeneity. The relevant configuration contains cues from more than one modality or relational reg-
ister, such as language, timing, gesture, space, memory, institutional symbolism, or embodied response.

Context dependence. The effect of an element changes with relational history or surrounding cues. A
gesture that raises trust in one trajectory may be neutral or threatening in another.

Compositional interaction. The joint effect of elements cannot be adequately described by simply
adding their isolated average effects. Interaction does not by itself prove poetic structure, but it provides
one measurable implication of composition.

Retrospective integration. Later events can change the significance assigned to earlier events. What
was initially ordinary may become evidence of care, manipulation, warning, or continuity after subsequent
developments.

A factorial experiment can test some of these properties by varying cue combinations and histories.
Sequence experiments can test order dependence. Experience-sampling methods can record when partici-
pants notice particular cues. Qualitative process tracing can examine how disparate events become linked
in later interpretation. Physiological or behavioral measures may be useful in some domains, but they
should not be privileged direct readouts of trust.

Letey, ..., ey denote components of a candidate composition and A7 (e;) their isolated average trust
effects. A simple interaction contrast is

C=A7(er,... em) — ¥ Ar(e)). (66)
j=1

A nonzero C can indicate interaction, but it is not sufficient for the theoretical claim. The study must still
show why the elements are relationally heterogeneous, how context changes their meaning, and whether
the composition participates in later trajectory change.

Research Obligation 9.8 (No post hoc poetic labeling). A study invoking poetic relational composition
should specify in advance which features make the configuration heterogeneous, context-sensitive, sequen-
tial, or symbolically integrated, and should report null or contrary results without reclassifying them after
observation.
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This requirement protects the concept from becoming a decorative synonym for complexity. The claim
is narrower: some trust-relevant changes may depend on relational composition whose significance is not
recoverable from isolated cues alone.

Section 7 argued that institutions can arrange conditions under which trust becomes easier or harder
to generate. Empirical work should therefore study not only participants but also designers, incentive
structures, and the architecture of the environment.

One useful design separates at least three layers:

1. changes in experienced trust or felt safety;
2. changes in actual trustworthiness, protection, or accountability; and
3. changes in the participant’s capacity to inspect, contest, refuse, or exit.

The layers can move in different directions. An interface can become smoother and more reassuring while
cancellation becomes harder. An institution can add symbolic transparency while reducing access to un-
derlying records. A guarantee can lower perceived risk while transferring actual risk to a third party.

Studies of deceptive or manipulative interface design already demonstrate the importance of examining
design choices rather than user attitudes alone. Work on dark patterns, for example, documents design
practices that steer user behavior through interface structure [49]. The present framework extends the
question toward trust: which design features raise confidence, which improve actual protection, and when
the two diverge.

A particularly informative design compares reassurance-only interventions with substantive institutional
improvements. Let (G denote a presentational or atmospheric intervention and W a change in underlying
trustworthiness or protection. A factorial design can compare

(G, W) € {0,1} x {0,1}. (67)

If G = 1,W = 0 substantially increases experienced trust while verification, protection, and behavior
remain unchanged, the result provides evidence of a trust-production mechanism distinct from substantive
improvement. If G = 0,/W = 1 improves protection before confidence changes, the design reveals a
lag between trustworthiness and experienced trust. The combined condition can test interaction between
presentation and substance.

The ethical design of such studies requires care. Researchers should not expose participants to signif-
icant unprotected vulnerability merely to observe trust. Low-risk simulations, archival analysis, natural
experiments, and field studies with existing institutional variation will often be preferable.

9.5 Distribution, Networks, History

The justice claims in Section 8 create additional data requirements. Dyadic measures are insufficient when
trust relations generate externalities or when one party controls the field in which trust is produced. Empir-
ical work should therefore ask who receives benefits, who bears exposure, who performs verification work,
who controls information, who can challenge the arrangement, and who can leave without disproportionate
loss.

Foractorsi =1,...,n,let

Jit = (bits Vists Tists City Tirts Dit) s (68)

where b denotes benefit, v vulnerability, r verification or repair burden, ¢ contestation cost, x realistic exit
capacity, and p influence over trust-generating conditions. The vector should not be collapsed into a single
justice score unless an independently defended normative theory justifies such aggregation.

Third-party analysis is especially important. Suppose trust between A and B reduces their transaction
costs but increases risk for C'. A study that samples only A and B can report a successful trust-building
intervention while missing the principal normative burden. Network, supply-chain, organizational, com-
munity, or policy-level data may be necessary to identify such externalities.
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Research Obligation 9.9 (Boundary justification). Researchers should justify the relational boundary
within which benefits, burdens, trust, and vulnerability are measured. When plausible externalities extend
beyond that boundary, the limitation should be stated rather than silently interpreted to mean absence of
effect.

Qualitative work has a special role here because burdens can be difficult to anticipate from formal role
descriptions. Informal emotional labor, adaptation to opaque procedures, reputational risk, fear of retalia-
tion, and dependence on unofficial intermediaries may sustain a trustful arrangement without appearing in
administrative data.

Trust relations are nested. Interpersonal trust can depend on organizational rules; organizational trust
can depend on professional communities, regulators, infrastructures, or political institutions. Conversely,
repeated local interactions can alter organizational routines and collective expectations. A relational account
should therefore avoid assuming that the appropriate scale is fixed in advance.

Let ng) denote a relational configuration at scale s. Cross-scale coupling can be represented schemat-
ically by

x(y = o) (x{, %70 %" uf?). (69)

The notation does not assume a literal hierarchy in every case. It records the possibility that neighboring
scales constrain one another.

Empirically, this means that apparent interpersonal distrust may reflect institutional history rather than
a dyadic failure, while apparent institutional trust may depend on a dense network of local intermediaries.
Network designs can examine whether trust-supporting relations cluster, whether bridging actors transmit
assurance or suspicion, and whether a perturbation propagates across relational boundaries. Multilevel
qualitative work can trace how the same event receives different meaning at different scales.

Scale also matters for justice. A highly trustful team can be embedded in an organization that transfers
costs outward. A trusted institution can rely on precarious intermediaries. The relational unit that best
explains local trust may therefore differ from the unit required for normative evaluation.

Some of the strongest tests of the framework may come from comparative historical cases. Institutions
often leave records of scandals, reforms, public inquiries, complaints, procedural changes, communication
campaigns, changes in monitoring, and subsequent shifts in participation. Such cases can reveal whether
trust repair changes the relational landscape over periods that are impractical for experiments.

A useful comparative design selects cases that differ in mechanism rather than only outcome. Two
institutions may both recover public confidence, but one may do so through demonstrable procedural reform
while another relies primarily on leadership change, symbolic recommitment, or favorable external events.
Two communities may both sustain low trust, but one through repeated direct violations and another through
inherited historical memory. Comparing these paths can test whether similar present states conceal different
future susceptibilities.

Historical reconstruction also permits study of relational memory. Archives do not provide transparent
access to the past; what was recorded, by whom, and under what institutional conditions matters. A trust
history should therefore include the production and preservation of evidence itself when those processes
shape later interpretation.

Process tracing can be especially useful when the hypothesis concerns a sequence of mechanisms: an
initial guarantee permits interaction; interaction produces shared experience; shared experience lowers
monitoring; lower monitoring conceals a later failure; scandal produces rupture; reform changes verifi-
cation; and later trust develops under the revised system. The objective is not to force the case into a
predetermined cycle. It is to determine which links are supported and where the proposed mechanism
fails.

9.6 Falsification, Research Programme, Restraint

A generative relational framework is useful only if observations can count against it. Several results would
require revision of the present claims.
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First, if trust persists but interruption of proposed endogenous channels does not alter later persistence,
the self-reinforcement hypothesis is weakened. Stable exogenous conditions may provide a better account.

Second, if relations displaced by comparable perturbations show no tendency for return, basin-like
language may be inappropriate even when trust is persistent.

Third, if different relational histories with similar present states respond similarly to theoretically rel-
evant perturbations, claims about path dependence should be narrowed.

Fourth, if sequence manipulations produce no meaningful differences, temporal non-commutativity
should not be asserted for that domain.

Fifth, if heterogeneous symbolic or atmospheric compositions have effects that are fully explained by
isolated cues and standard additive models, the stronger claim of poetic relational composition is unneces-
sary.

Sixth, if trust-building interventions increase experienced trust only when underlying protection or
trustworthiness improves, concerns about manufactured trust may be less important in that setting than the
framework anticipates.

Seventh, if a relation remains highly stable while continuously admitting counterevidence, protecting
dissent, and supporting low-cost exit, stability should not be taken to indicate epistemic closure or domina-
tion.

Proposition 9.10 (Framework corrigibility). The concepts developed in this paper should be retained only
where they improve explanation relative to simpler alternatives. Relational complexity does not justify theo-
retical complexity by itself.

Boundary conditions are equally important. Trust dynamics may differ when interactions are anony-
mous rather than repeated, when exit is impossible rather than easy, when stakes are existential rather than
modest, when legal duties replace discretion, or when actors possess radically asymmetric information. The
same vocabulary can organize questions across these domains without assuming identical mechanisms.

Null results should be reported substantively. Failure to observe attraction, sequence dependence, or
poetic composition can identify domains where simpler models suffice. Such findings help prevent the
framework from becoming immune to evidence.

The paper’s claims can be developed through a staged programme rather than one omnibus study.

Stage I: construct valid relational measurements. Identify domain-specific dimensions of trust, trust-
worthiness, vulnerability, monitoring, evidence access, and exit. Establish which dimensions can be ob-
served repeatedly without distorting the relation excessively.

Stage II: identify feedback mechanisms. Use longitudinal observation, experiments, or quasi-
experiments to test whether present trust changes disclosure, cooperation, interpretation, monitoring, or
other mediators that alter later relational conditions.

Stage III: study perturbation and return. Observe how relations respond to controlled, natural, or
historical perturbations. Compare recovery profiles across different prior histories.

Stage IV: test path dependence and composition. Vary event order, contextual cues, symbolic con-
figurations, and relational histories. Determine where temporal sequence and heterogeneous composition
add explanatory power.

Stage V: examine designed trust environments. Compare changes in experienced trust with inde-
pendent indicators of trustworthiness, protection, verification access, contestability, and exit. Identify
designer-side incentives and asymmetries.
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Stage VI: widen the normative boundary. Measure distributional effects, third-party burdens, inherited
histories, and power over relational conditions. Determine whether successful trust production creates or
conceals relational injustice.

Stage VII: develop formal models only where evidence warrants. Use the accumulated empirical
structure to decide which variables, feedbacks, and state spaces deserve formal representation. Formaliza-
tion should compress supported mechanisms rather than precede them with unnecessary precision.

This order is not mandatory. Historical cases may motivate formal models before experiments are
available; simulations may reveal which observations are most informative; qualitative work may overturn
an assumed measurement model. The staging instead expresses a methodological preference: increasingly
strong formal claims should be accompanied by increasingly specific empirical commitments.

The concepts developed throughout the paper are intentionally evocative. Attractor, landscape, poetic
composition, and self-reinforcement can make relational phenomena newly visible. Their analytical value,
however, depends on discipline in use. An attractor should organize questions about return and basin
structure. Poetic composition should organize questions about heterogeneous contextual meaning. Self-
reinforcement should identify a feedback mechanism. Governance should specify which conditions are
changed and by whom. Justice should identify distributions, powers, and affected parties rather than merely
attach a favorable or unfavorable label.

The empirical programme therefore returns the paper to its initial claim in a more demanding form.
Trust can participate in generating the conditions of its own continuation, but whether it does so, through
which channels, for how long, and with what consequences must be shown rather than assumed. Some rela-
tions may exhibit strong endogenous reinforcement. Others may persist because the external environment
remains stable. Some may contain multiple locally stable regimes. Others may drift without any attractor-
like structure. Some poetic compositions may reorganize relational meaning; others may be theoretically
interesting but empirically inert.

The same openness applies normatively. A trust attractor can support valuable coordination, mutual
vulnerability, and repair. It can also stabilize manipulation, suppress correction, or distribute costs unfairly.
Empirical research must therefore observe not only whether trust forms, but what kind of relation is being
generated around it.

Research Obligation 9.11 (Four-part reporting). Research drawing on the present framework should,
where feasible, report four separable layers: the observed relational trajectory, the proposed generative
mechanism, the evidence for dynamical stability or transition, and the normative distribution of vulnera-
bility, agency, and consequences.

This obligation prepares the concluding stage of the paper. The theoretical contribution is not a claim
that trust always forms an attractor or that all trust possesses poetic organization. It is a proposal to study
trust through its generative relations, recursive histories, compositional conditions, and powers of self-
transformation, while preserving empirical and normative routes for saying when those proposals do not
fit.

10 Time, Possibility, Commitment, Autonomy

The previous sections examined trust through relational states, recursive feedback, rupture, governance,
justice, and empirical identification. A further consequence follows once history is allowed to alter not
only the present relation but also the range of futures that the relation can reach. Trust can open possibil-
ities by enabling disclosure, coordination, specialization, and long horizons. It can also close possibilities
by concentrating dependence, reducing alternatives, and making revision costly. The relevant object is
therefore not only the current level of trust but the future relational capacity generated by a trajectory.
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10.1 Possibility, Horizons, Evidence

Let x; denote the relational state and 6, the historically formed update rules introduced earlier. We add a
third object, the practically reachable possibility set €2;:

Qt = Q(Xt70t7HtaEt)7 (70)

where H, is relational history and F; collects material, institutional, and social conditions. Two relations
can therefore have similar present trust states while supporting different futures. One may preserve alter-
native partners, independent evidence, and feasible exit; another may have become organized around one
increasingly indispensable relation.

This motivates a three-level description:

Xep1 = O(x4;60;), (71)
9t+1 - \Il(at,Xt,Ht), (72)
Qt+1 = E(Qt,xt,et,at,Et). (73)

The first equation concerns movement within a relational landscape, the second concerns historical change
in the update rules, and the third concerns changes in what future relations and actions are practically reach-
able. The third level is especially important for a Generative Relational account: a relation can generate
opportunities that did not previously exist, but it can also eliminate options whose disappearance becomes
visible only later.

Trust often expands €2;. A collaborator may gain access to information, roles, communities, or projects
that would otherwise remain unavailable. Institutional trust can lower transaction costs and make complex
forms of coordination possible [46]. Yet distrust can also preserve possibilities when it motivates redun-
dancy, independent verification, or refusal of premature commitment. The normative question is therefore
not whether trust enlarges the number of options. It concerns the quality, diversity, reversibility, and dis-
tribution of future relational capacity.

Evidence production is part of the same dynamics. When trust changes whom an actor speaks with,
what is disclosed, which institutions are consulted, or which alternatives are abandoned, it changes the
future evidence available for revising that trust. Hence:

Ep1 = E(E, Quyaq, Hy), (74)

where &, is the accessible evidence set. A narrow relational horizon may therefore produce a narrow ev-
idential horizon. This is one reason self-reinforcing trust can become informationally closed without any
deliberate deception.

The distinction between available and perceived possibilities is also necessary. Let Q7' denote materi-
ally or institutionally available futures and 2 futures that actors can presently recognize. Then Q' C Q!
may hold because of limited information, learned dependence, fear, or institutional invisibility. Gover-
nance that protects relational possibility must therefore address both actual alternatives and the capacity to
perceive them.

Poetic composition enters here in a specific way. A small event can alter the salience of a future that
was already technically available but previously unrecognized. A remembered gesture, a shared difficulty,
or a new symbolic frame can redirect attention toward a different relational trajectory. This does not create
every material possibility, but it can change which possibility becomes actionable. The compositional
account in Section 4 thus extends from present meaning to future relational orientation.

10.2 Commitment, Irreversibility, Hysteresis

Possibility preservation cannot be the only norm. Some valuable relations require durable commitment,
sunk investment, specialization, and the deliberate closing of alternatives. Classic work on commitment
emphasizes the role of side bets, investments, and alternatives [6, 65, 66]. The difficulty is that productive
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commitment and harmful lock-in can have similar observable features at one moment. Both may involve
persistence, high exit costs, and narrowed alternatives.

We therefore distinguish trust from commitment. Trust concerns a relation to vulnerability and ex-
pectation; commitment concerns the willingness to sustain or prioritize a relation through time. They can
reinforce each other without being equivalent. A compact state representation is

7, = (Xt,Ct,et,Tt), (75)

where ¢; represents commitment, e; exit cost, and r; reconfiguration capacity.
Commitment can transform the relational horizon through an operator C:

Qip1 =C(Q, e, Iy), (76)

where I; includes accumulated investments and obligations. Some possibilities disappear because resources
have been allocated elsewhere; others appear only because the commitment exists. Long-horizon collabo-
ration, intimate care, and institutional specialization commonly have this structure.

Irreversibility is therefore multidimensional. Financial, informational, legal, social, emotional, and
temporal investments need not move together. A relation can be easy to leave legally but hard to leave
epistemically because alternative information channels have disappeared. Another can be socially costly
to exit while remaining materially reversible. Rather than one scalar, an irreversibility profile is more
informative:

q: = (qr’qzvqfaqg’qfaqg) (77)

Path dependence appears when entry and exit thresholds differ. A relation may require strong initial
evidence before commitment, yet once investments accumulate, much stronger negative evidence may
be needed to reverse it. Such hysteresis can be rational when commitment creates real value, but it can
also shelter deteriorating relations. The empirical task is to determine whether persistence reflects newly
generated value, increasing exit costs, interpretive shielding, or a mixture of these mechanisms.

The relevant normative concept is relational option value: not the maximization of alternatives, but
preservation of enough high-quality options to keep later revision meaningful. A useful profile includes
diversity of alternatives, recoverability, evidence access, and the distribution of reconfiguration costs. This
yields a governance principle of staged commitment: larger, harder-to-reverse commitments should nor-
mally be preceded by bounded trials, review points, independent information, and protected rollback where
feasible. Such design does not oppose trust. It protects the conditions under which trust can remain war-
ranted after commitment deepens.

10.3 Dependence, Autonomy, Reconfiguration

Dependence does not by itself negate autonomy. Relational-autonomy scholarship emphasizes that agency
develops within social relations rather than outside them [47, 11, 58]. The relevant question is whether
dependence leaves actors with meaningful capacities to interpret their situation, raise objections, renegotiate
terms, obtain independent evidence, and reshape the relation.

Power-dependence theory provides a complementary insight: power can emerge from asymmetries in
the availability and value of alternatives [19]. For trust dynamics, a dependence profile can be represented
by

di,t = ( Z%’ Ztv f,t’ ;,tv dé,t)v (78)

covering material, epistemic, social, institutional, and legal dependence. The profile matters more than a
single total because different forms of dependence generate different vulnerabilities and repair possibilities.
Relational autonomy can likewise be represented through capacities rather than independence:

a;r = (Vig, KitsMit, Gty Tit)s (79)

where v denotes effective voice, k independent knowledge access, n meaningful alternatives, g negotiated-
governance capacity, and r reconfiguration capacity. O’Neill’s account of autonomy and trust is relevant
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here because trustworthy institutions can support agency precisely by making dependence more intelligible
and answerable [59].

Trust can improve this profile. Reliable relations can provide resources, capabilities, confidence, and
access that expand what an actor can do. Yet successful trust can also produce adaptive narrowing: inde-
pendent channels are gradually dropped, alternatives atrophy, and the actor becomes less able to evaluate
the relation except through the relation itself. Epistemic dependence is especially consequential because
it changes not only the costs of exit but the capacity to know whether exit should be considered. Fricker’s
account of epistemic injustice helps illuminate the unequal credibility conditions that can intensify this
problem [22].

The resulting concept is reconfiguration capacity: the practical ability to revise the structure of a relation
without requiring complete rupture. We can write

Rit = R(vit, kit,nit, Git,bit), (80)

where b; ; represents buffers such as savings, legal protection, institutional support, or redundant social ties.
EXxit remains important [30], but voice and internal reconfiguration often become relevant earlier than full
withdrawal.

This distinction also refines the attractor framework. A stable trust configuration can support autonomy
when repeated return preserves evidence, voice, and revision. Another equally stable configuration can
erode autonomy when return depends on narrowing alternatives or suppressing independent interpretation.
Stability alone therefore cannot distinguish a generative relation from a dependency trap.

Proposition 10.1 (Possibility-sensitive evaluation). Evaluation of durable trust should examine not only
present cooperation or experienced confidence, but also the future possibility set, the distribution of irre-
versibility, and the parties’ reconfiguration capacities.

This proposition links the temporal extension back to Sections 7-9. Governance should not attempt
to keep every future open, nor should it celebrate commitment merely because it is durable. It should
protect the relational capacities through which commitment can remain revisable, evidence can still enter,
and dependence does not silently eliminate agency. The unresolved question of when trust should remain
deliberately unsettled returns in Section 14.3.1.

11 Collectives, Networks, Scales, Institutions

Trust often operates beyond a dyad. Groups coordinate through partially overlapping interpersonal relations,
roles, procedures, reputations, and institutional guarantees. Scaling the framework therefore requires more
than averaging individual trust. The collective problem concerns how local relations combine, how network
structure changes propagation, and how signals move across levels without becoming equivalent across
those levels.

11.1 Collectives, Networks, Distributed Memory

Let a trust network be Gy = (V;, Ey, W), where nodes represent relevant actors or roles, edges represent
relations, and W; contains multidimensional relational weights. A collective state is not generally recover-
able from the mean edge value:

1
X{ £ ) Xey (81)
|Et| EEEt

The same average can coexist with radically different topologies: centralized reliance on one broker, dis-
tributed redundancy, polarized clusters, or loosely connected communities. Granovetter’s work on embed-
dedness and Tilly’s work on trust networks both support attention to structure rather than isolated attitudes
[26, 74].
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Local interaction can nevertheless generate macro regularities. A compact representation is
C
Xit1 = F(Ge, {Xen}s It, My), (82)

where I; denotes institutional arrangements and M, distributed memory. Macro stability may therefore
persist even when individual members disagree, leave, or revise their beliefs. This is important because
collective trust need not imply a collective mind.

Institutions can carry relational memory across personnel turnover through records, procedures, prece-
dents, reputational systems, and role expectations. Zucker’s account of institutional trust production and
Kramer’ s work on organizational trust help motivate this extension [81, 38]. Such memory can stabi-
lize cooperation, but it can also transmit outdated assumptions. Distributed memory is therefore both a
resource and a possible channel of lock-in.

Network topology also affects vulnerability. Dense mutual monitoring can improve detection but can
produce correlated interpretation. Centralization can make coordination fast while creating a single point
of epistemic or operational failure. Redundant ties can preserve correction channels, but they may be expen-
sive. The relevant collective norm is therefore distributed corrigibility: enough plurality and redundancy
must remain for errors in one part of the network to be detected and challenged elsewhere.

A collective trust-attractor candidate should accordingly require more than stable aggregate confidence.
It should exhibit recurrent macro coordination together with mechanisms that reproduce the supporting
network or institutional configuration. The stronger claim also requires attention to whether the system can
absorb local disagreement without converting it into exclusion or silence. Collective resilience may depend
on bounded distrust, independent monitoring, and subgroup plurality rather than on uniform confidence.

11.2 Scales, Coupling, Translation

Local, organizational, professional, and institutional trust should remain separate states even when they

interact. Let xiz) denote the state at level /. Cross-level dynamics can be written

X2y = Fo (3" ACum %™ e, ) (83)
where Cy,,, ¢ is a translation or coupling operator. The operator is not merely a statistical coefficient. It can
represent accreditation, media reporting, legal recognition, professional standards, managerial hierarchy,
audit, or other mechanisms through which one level becomes informative at another.

This formulation prevents a common mistake: confidence in a local professional need not imply con-
fidence in the organization, and institutional legitimacy need not imply interpersonal trust. Coupling can
transmit influence without establishing equivalence. Bachmann and Inkpen’s discussion of institution-based
trust is especially relevant because institutional arrangements can support relations while remaining analyt-
ically distinct from the actors they stabilize [4].

Three cross-scale dynamics deserve particular attention. First, amplification occurs when a local signal
is repeatedly strengthened across levels; damping occurs when translation procedures absorb or contextu-
alize it. Second, desynchronization occurs when trust changes at different speeds across levels. Third, the
coupling operators themselves can evolve. A scandal, successful repair, or new regulatory regime can alter
which local signals future institutions treat as credible.

Cross-scale rupture can therefore redistribute trust rather than simply reduce it. Confidence may move
from a central institution toward local experts, from a profession toward peer networks, or in the opposite
direction. This redistribution matters for governance because a repair strategy aimed only at restoring the
former center can miss the newly generated relational ecology.

11.3 Ecology, Repair, Corrigibility

The combined system can be represented by a multilevel ecological state
X = (O~ L
t— {Xt }8217 {Cfm,t}a Gt7 It7 Mt . (84)
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A cross-scale trust-attractor candidate would require recurrent organization of this larger state, not simply
return of one indicator. Such a claim is correspondingly demanding and may often be unnecessary. In many
empirical settings, documenting persistent coupling or recurrent redistribution will be the more defensible
result.

Power enters through control over translation. Actors who determine which local reports reach organi-
zational decision-makers, which communities receive institutional recognition, or which metrics become
official evidence can shape trust across scales without directly changing every underlying relation. This is a
form of possibility-shaping power because translation rules influence which futures become institutionally
reachable.

Collective repair should therefore be multi-level. Interpersonal apology cannot repair a damaged re-
porting system; procedural reform cannot by itself restore a betrayed personal relation. Repair may require
differentiated interventions at different levels and explicit attention to the interfaces between them. Braith-
waite and Levi’s work on trust and governance and Ostrom’s work on reciprocity and collective action
provide useful neighboring traditions for this problem [9, 60].

Proposition 11.1 (Cross-scale corrigibility). A trust ecology is more corrigible when no single translation in-
terface monopolizes the movement of relevant evidence across levels and when independent pathways remain
available for challenge, verification, and repair.

This proposition connects network structure to the earlier justice analysis. Distributed trust can gener-
ate collective capacity, but it can also distribute vulnerability and invisibility. The next section therefore
turns from scale to institutional recognition, legitimacy, and authority: the mechanisms through which
some relations gain official standing while others remain weakly visible.

12 Recognition, Legitimacy, Authority, Contestation

Institutions do more than stabilize expectations. They classify actors, authorize roles, recognize claims,
and allocate standing. These operations can feed back into trust by changing visibility, credibility, access,
and the consequences of challenge. This section separates four objects that frequently travel together but
should remain analytically distinct: trust, trustworthiness, legitimacy, and recognition.

12.1 Recognition, Visibility, Possibility

Recognition is a relational operation through which an actor, claim, role, or status becomes institutionally
legible. We can represent a recognition operation by

pt : (@, ¢, Hy, It) = (¢, 04, pr), (85)

where s; is standing, vy visibility, and p, access to procedures or resources. Recognition therefore changes
future relational possibilities rather than merely recording a pre-existing fact. It can amplify a speaker’s
credibility, open channels of appeal, or make certain harms visible to institutions.

Non-recognition has the converse effect. A trustworthy actor can remain institutionally weak if the
relevant procedures do not recognize its evidence or standing. Recognition can also shelter weak trust-
worthiness when status itself becomes a substitute for continuing evaluation. Suchman’ s work on orga-
nizational legitimacy is useful here because legitimacy depends on socially constructed judgments about
appropriateness, while remaining distinct from the empirical reliability of every recognized actor [72].

Recognition chains can become recursive. Prior recognition increases visibility; increased visibility
generates more recorded evidence; recorded evidence then supports later recognition. This mechanism
can be benign, but it also creates recognition advantage and bottlenecks. The justice question concerns
who controls these procedures, which forms of evidence they accept, and whether unrecognized actors
retain routes for contestation.
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12.2 Legitimacy, Procedure, Misalignment

Legitimacy concerns the justified or accepted right of an institution or authority to exercise a role. Trust
may support legitimacy, and legitimate procedures may support trust, but neither relation is guaranteed. A
simple coupled system can be written

Tt+1 — F(Ttv Ltv th Et)v (86)
Lit1 = G(Ly, Ty, Py, Hy), (87)

where W; denotes perceived trustworthiness and P, procedural conditions. Tyler’s work on procedural
justice is relevant because fair procedures can influence acceptance independently of favorable outcomes
[76]. Levi and Stoker likewise emphasize the importance of separating political trust from judgments of
trustworthiness [39].

The distinction produces several possible regimes: high trust with contested legitimacy; legitimate but
distrusted institutions; recognized actors with weak trustworthiness; trustworthy actors with low recogni-
tion; and mutually reinforcing trust-legitimacy closure. These regimes matter because the same observed
compliance can emerge from very different relational structures.

Legitimacy can acquire attractor-like dynamics when procedures, expectations, and recognition repro-
duce one another. Yet the same caution used for trust attractors applies here. Recurrent compliance is
not enough. A stronger claim requires evidence that the institutional arrangement actively regenerates the
conditions of legitimacy and returns after perturbation.

12.3 Authority, Challenge, Contestation

Authority introduces another distinction. Compliance with authority can reflect trust, legitimacy, coercion,
habit, dependency, or strategic accommodation. Hence authority should not be inferred from trust and trust
should not be inferred from obedience. The central governance problem is how a relation can coordinate
under authority while preserving credible challenge.

We call the practical capacity to question, appeal, request reasons, introduce counterevidence, or seek
review contestational capacity. Pettit’s work on contestability provides an important neighboring account
of freedom from uncontrolled power [61]; Estlund’s work on democratic authority likewise highlights the
need to distinguish authority from simple correctness [20].

Contestational capacity need not weaken trust. When challenge is protected and consequential, actors
can rely on a relation without assuming that every current decision is correct. This produces contestational
elasticity: the ability of a relation to absorb disagreement, review, and correction without either immediate
collapse or forced consensus. By contrast, authority shielding occurs when accumulated trust or legitimacy
makes challenge increasingly costly or institutionally inaudible.

A stable authority relation can therefore have two very different forms. A corrigible configuration
returns to coordination after challenge while preserving the channels that made challenge possible. A
closed configuration returns to obedience partly because challenge channels have narrowed. Both may
appear stable in aggregate data. Only the former demonstrates resilience compatible with ongoing epistemic
correction.

Voice, exit, and protected suspension should be treated jointly. Hirschman’s distinction between voice
and exit remains useful [30], but some contexts require an intermediate option: actors may need to suspend
reliance temporarily while evidence is reviewed. This protected suspension prevents a false choice between
immediate compliance and complete rupture.

12.4 Governance, Correction, Repair

Recognition, legitimacy, and authority all shape future evidence. Governance should therefore preserve
independent correction channels across these domains. At minimum, this means separating recognition
from immunity, legitimacy from unquestionability, and authority from permanent procedural compression.
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Three design principles follow. First, recognition procedures should permit new evidence and appeals
from actors who lack prior status. Second, legitimacy should be renewable through procedure and per-
formance rather than inherited indefinitely from past confidence. Third, authority should retain challenge
channels whose use does not itself mark the challenger as untrustworthy.

Repair must also be differentiated. A legitimate institution can acknowledge procedural failure without
immediately restoring interpersonal trust; a trusted professional can retain interpersonal confidence while
the institution loses legitimacy. Cross-scale repair therefore requires clarity about which relational object
was damaged.

Proposition 12.1 (Institutional non-equivalence). Trust, trustworthiness, legitimacy, recognition, and au-
thority may mutually influence one another, but evidence concerning one does not by itself establish the
others.

This proposition limits the tendency of successful institutions to compress multiple forms of stand-
ing into one generalized confidence judgment. It also prepares the next section: institutions that learn,
anticipate, and respond to crisis must revise these relations over time rather than simply preserve them.

13 Learning, Anticipation, Crisis, Adaptation

Trust changes how organizations learn from the past and prepare for the future. High trust can encourage
reporting, experimentation, and coordination; it can also suppress dissent, reduce search, and make suc-
cessful routines difficult to question. Under crisis, these tensions intensify because the time available for
verification and contestation contracts. The common problem across learning, anticipation, and emergency
is therefore the preservation of corrigibility under changing temporal conditions.

13.1 Learning, Memory, Exploration

Institutional learning should be understood through more than stored information. It includes changes in
relational state, decision rules, organizational memory, and the future possibility set:

Xi+1 = Fr(X¢, 00, a1), (88)
0141 = Fp(64, 04, a¢), (89)
My = Far(My, o4, a4), (90)
Vi1 = Fo(%, X441, 0:41). o1

This formulation distinguishes adaptation within existing rules from learning that revises the rules them-
selves. Argyris’s distinction between single- and double-loop learning is a direct neighboring tradition [2];
Levitt and March emphasize the role of routines, histories, and organizational memory [41].

Trust can enlarge the learning aperture by making people willing to report uncertainty, mistakes, and
dissent. Edmondson’s work on psychological safety provides an important empirical precedent [18]. Yet
trust can also narrow the aperture when established success reduces search or when disagreement is in-
terpreted as relational disloyalty. March’s exploration- exploitation framework helps clarify the resulting
tension [48]. A system that exploits trusted routines too successfully may stop generating the evidence
required to know when those routines have become obsolete.

Failure is therefore not uniformly valuable. Small, bounded failures can reveal limits before large
commitments become irreversible [69]. But experimental risk is itself distributive: organizations should
not learn by repeatedly exposing the same low-power actors to loss. Learning governance must therefore
connect experimentation to the justice analysis of Section 8.

A learning-attractor candidate concerns recurrent adaptation patterns rather than a permanently fixed
rule. A corrigible system repeatedly returns to a state where anomalies can be reported, investigated, and
retained in memory. A defensive system repeatedly returns to established routines by reclassifying anoma-
lies or forgetting them. The second pattern can be highly stable while being poorly adaptive.
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13.2 Anticipation, Preparedness, Uncertainty

Anticipation differs from prediction. Under deep uncertainty, the task is not necessarily to select one future
and assign it maximal confidence. It can instead involve maintaining several plausible futures, monitoring
weak signals, and preparing reversible responses. Work on anticipatory governance and decision-making
under uncertainty provides relevant neighboring concepts [28, 62, 70].

Let S; = {s1,..., sk} denote an active scenario ensemble. Trust can attach to a particular forecast,
but it can also attach to the anticipatory process: the procedures through which signals are collected, dis-
agreements retained, and responses revised. Process trust is especially important when no single forecast
can be strongly justified.

Preparedness can be represented by a profile

p: = (de, my, e, ¢, €p), 92)

covering detection, monitoring, response capacity, coordination, and exit or rollback. Holling’s work on
resilience is relevant because recovery need not mean return to an identical state [31]. Preparedness may
instead protect the capacity to reorganize after surprise.

This creates the preparedness paradox: successful prevention can remove the visible event that would
have justified the preparation. Later actors may therefore interpret absence of catastrophe as evidence that
the preparation was unnecessary. Trust in preparedness institutions must consequently be supported by
transparent counterfactual reasoning, audit, and periodic evidence renewal rather than by fear or permanent
deference.

Anticipatory lock-in occurs when one scenario progressively captures resources, authority, and atten-
tion, making revision difficult even when evidence changes. Staged commitment and protected plurality
provide a countermeasure: invest enough to act, but preserve monitoring and credible alternatives until
uncertainty has genuinely narrowed.

13.3 Crisis, Compression, Emergency

Crisis changes the temporal geometry of governance. Let 7, denote available decision time and 7,, 74,
and 7, the time normally required for verification, deliberation, and contestation. A compression condition
appears when

Ta < Max{Ty, Tq, Tc}. (93)

Under such conditions, ordinary procedures cannot all operate at their usual depth. Emergency reliance
therefore becomes distinct from ordinary trust: actors may reasonably follow role-based authority because
there is insufficient time to reproduce the entire justificatory process.

Research on crisis leadership, naturalistic decision-making, high-reliability organizing, and sensemak-
ing helps clarify these conditions [8, 37, 79, 78]. Pre-crisis institutional design matters because emergency
discretion is safer when roles, boundaries, and review procedures were established before compression
occurred.

The key variable is challenge bandwidth: how much questioning, alternative evidence, and review can
still pass through the system under time pressure. Too little bandwidth can create authority shielding; too
much unstructured challenge can make coordination impossible. Distributed command and role clarity can
help by allowing local action without routing every decision through one central node [12, 1].

Emergency measures also leave residue. Temporary surveillance, exceptional authority, shortened ap-
peal procedures, and concentrated communication channels can persist after the original temporal con-
straint disappears. The governance obligation is therefore procedural re-expansion: as time pressure de-
clines, verification, voice, contestation, and ordinary accountability should regain space. Gross and Ni
Aoldin’s work on emergency powers highlights the importance of this transition [27].

75



13.4 Adaptation, Residue, Recovery

The three domains can now be connected. Learning concerns revision after experience; anticipation con-
cerns preparation before outcomes are known; crisis concerns action when ordinary temporal procedures
cannot fully operate. Trust can support all three, but the same recursive mechanisms can also produce
closure.

A resilient institution therefore requires temporal pluralism. It needs slow processes for investigation
and memory, intermediate processes for monitoring and preparedness, and fast processes for emergency
response. No single trust relation should permanently dominate all three temporal regimes. Fast emergency
authority should not determine long-horizon truth; slow deliberation should not prevent urgent action when
delay is itself harmful.

Proposition 13.1 (Temporal corrigibility). Trustworthy adaptation requires mechanisms that permit the
governing tempo of a relation to change with the situation and mechanisms that restore slower verification,
contestation, and learning once temporal compression recedes.

This proposition also limits attractor language. A healthy adaptive system may not return to one fixed
state. Its stability may lie in recurrent restoration of learning capacity, scenario plurality, and review after
disturbance. The final section therefore turns to the boundary conditions of the framework itself and to the
conditions under which these concepts should be revised or abandoned.

14 Boundaries, Corrigibility, Conclusions

The framework developed in this paper is intentionally broader than a single-variable model of trust, but
breadth creates its own risks. A relational vocabulary can become unfalsifiable if every new complication
is redescribed as another relation. Attractor language can become decorative if persistence is treated as suf-
ficient evidence. Poetic composition can become vague if any meaningful context is allowed to count. The
final task is therefore to specify where the framework remains uncertain and what would justify narrowing,
revising, or rejecting its stronger claims.

14.1 Units, Openness, Hidden Causes

The unit of analysis remains context-dependent. A dyad, team, institution, network, or cross-scale ecology
may each be appropriate, but conclusions at one level should not be transferred automatically to another.
Collective states need not correspond to a collective subject, and system-level regularities can coexist with
substantial micro-level heterogeneity.

Open systems create a second limitation. Apparent return toward a trust configuration may be driven
by external forcing rather than endogenous attraction. Repeated subsidies, legal compulsion, selection
effects, or common environmental shocks can imitate self-reinforcement. Empirical work must therefore
compare internal feedback explanations with simpler common-cause and external-input models before
invoking attractor dynamics.

Temporal resolution also matters. A relation may appear stable at a monthly scale and highly volatile
at a daily scale; a crisis response may look transient over one year and institutionally persistent over ten.
Claims about basins, hysteresis, or return should therefore specify the observation interval and test whether
the result survives reasonable changes in temporal granularity.

14.2 Measurement, History, Reflexivity

Relational history is not a neutral archive. What gets recorded depends on power, institutional procedures,
memory, and later reconstruction. This creates a selection problem for any historical account of trust.
Researchers should distinguish between events that occurred, events that were recorded, and events that
later became retrievable or institutionally consequential.
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Measurement can also alter the relation being measured. Repeated surveys about trust may make par-
ticipants attend to doubts they had not previously articulated; monitoring can reduce the very vulnerability
whose consequences are being studied. Reflexive effects should therefore be treated as data rather than
mere contamination when they reveal how observation enters the relational system.

Poetic composition needs especially sharp exclusion criteria. The concept earns analytical value only
when heterogeneous cues interact in ways not well captured by additive evidence models, when sequence
or context materially changes meaning, or when small events have leverage because of their position in a
relational history. If ordinary Bayesian updating or direct incentive change explains the result adequately,
poetic language should not be retained merely for elegance.

14.3 Normative Conflict, Adversarial Cases, Suspension

The normative dimensions developed in the paper do not reduce to one ranking. Trustworthiness, autonomy,
justice, collective capacity, reversibility, and security can conflict. Preserving exit can reduce the depth
of commitment; distributed redundancy can lower efficiency; rapid crisis action can temporarily reduce
contestation. The framework therefore supplies dimensions for judgment rather than a universal objective
function.

Adversarial cases are crucial. Manipulators can exploit disclosure, atmosphere, institutional recogni-
tion, emergency urgency, or procedural legitimacy to manufacture confidence. A strong theory should
be able to describe these cases without calling every successful trust-production mechanism desirable. It
should also explain why distrust, refusal, or suspension can sometimes be the more protective relational
response.

14.3.1 Suspension, Uncertainty, Reversibility

Some relations should remain unresolved for a time. When evidence is incomplete and the costs of a
false commitment are high, governance can protect a middle condition in which cooperation is bounded,
evidence gathering continues, and neither trust nor distrust is forced prematurely. This protected suspension
is not indecision without structure. It is an institutionally supported capacity to remain revisable.

14.4 Synthesis, Corrigibility, Conclusions

The paper’s first contribution is a mechanism-explicit account of recursive relational formation. It does
not claim that reciprocal trust, trust spirals, path dependence, or self-reinforcing relations were previ-
ously absent from the literature. Instead, it separates present trust from the channels through which trust
changes later action, evidence, interpretation, or relational structure. Relational self-reinforcement names
this broader mechanism class and requires a specified comparison, mediator, and temporal pathway rather
than being inferred from persistence alone.

The second contribution concerns stricter criteria for the existing trust-attractor vocabulary. The paper
does not claim the term or the dynamical-systems orientation as novel. It argues instead that attractor lan-
guage is stronger than feedback, duration, or path dependence and should be used only when a specified
system displays relevant dynamical signatures under perturbation. Where return, basin dependence, thresh-
old behavior, multistability, hysteresis, or comparable signatures are absent, the weaker language should be
preferred. This restriction is central rather than a caveat: it makes the attractor concept capable of failing.

The third contribution concerns composition. The paper does not claim that framing, affect, ritual,
embodiment, context, or symbolism are newly discovered causes of trust. Poetic relational composition
names the narrower hypothesis that heterogeneous and temporally distributed elements can acquire joint
significance through interaction, sequence, and relational history in ways not adequately reconstructed by
fixed context-independent cue weights. The concept explains how a small event can acquire large relational
leverage without becoming sufficient evidence of trustworthiness. If additive evidence or direct incentives
explain a case adequately, poetic vocabulary adds no explanatory gain.
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These three contributions meet in the governance problem. Conditions that produce trust can be de-
signed, and successful trust production can diverge from the properties that warrant reliance. The pa-
per therefore rejects trust maximization as a general objective. Governance should instead preserve the
conditions under which reliance can become informative, revisable, contestable, repairable, and realisti-
cally terminable. Justice widens the same question by asking who bears vulnerability, who controls the
trust-generating field, whose evidence receives standing, which third parties absorb costs, and who retains
capacity to reconfigure or leave the relation.

Three separations carry most of the normative burden of the argument: experienced trust is not trust-
worthiness; dynamical stability is not justice; and relational generation is not epistemic warrant. The later
analyses of commitment, autonomy, collective organization, legitimacy, learning, anticipation, and cri-
sis elaborate consequences of these separations rather than adding independent foundations to the theory.
Their common question is whether recursive trust remains open to evidence and capable of changing the
rules and possibilities through which it reproduces itself.

The framework is intentionally corrigible. Future research may show that some proposed mechanisms
are rare, that simpler models explain most apparent attractor behavior, or that poetic composition adds little
beyond established accounts in particular domains. Such results should narrow the theory. Formalization
should follow identified mechanisms rather than substitute for them, and relational complexity should be
retained only when it explains observable patterns that simpler accounts leave unresolved.

Proposition 14.1 (Corrigible relational theory). A relational theory of trust should be retained only to
the extent that its additional mechanisms, historical variables, or cross-scale structures explain observable
patterns that simpler accounts do not explain with equal adequacy.

The resulting perspective is neither a celebration of trust nor a generalized suspicion of it. Trust can
generate cooperation, capability, repair, and new relational futures; it can also generate closure, dependence,
and manufactured vulnerability. The central task is to identify the conditions under which that recursive
generativity remains epistemically open, normatively defensible, and capable of revision.
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