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Abstract 

Building trust within conflicts situations is a required process to establish a suitable environment for peace 

keeping and state building processes. However, it remains unclear what are the best ways to foster trusts 

between actors in a conflict environment.  This study draws insights from the literature on trust and from 

Kahneman’s Prospect Theory to analyse the decision-making dynamics of the actors involved in a conflict and 

how these dynamics could affect the trust levels between those actors. To this purpose, the fourfold pattern 

of preferences I applied to a thought experiments where opposing actors in a conflict in the Sahel face the 

decision to accept or refuse a peace agreement when either one of the two actors face huge gains or 

catastrophic losses. The main findings is that, in those extreme situations, the actors involved tend to take 

unnational decisions that undermine the trust building process in the country. Therefore, it would be 

recommendable to boost situations where actors are negotiating in a more balanced environment. To this 

purpose, further research should be conducted on the ways to create such suitable environment for trust 

building.  
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Introduction 
In a conflict, the degree to which different actors trust each other, either on the same or opposing 

sides, can determine the difficulty to establish a suitable environment for treaties or cooperation 

agreements. Indeed, trusting someone always involves a degree of risk that is increased when talking about 

trust between complex actors such as governments and international organizations instead of individuals. 

This paper explores the links and influences between trust and risk. Is there a way to measure the level of 

trust between opposing actors involved in a conflict? Is it possible to foster trust in a conflict environment? 

What are the characteristics that influence trust building?  To this purpose, the following analysis will apply 

the Protect Theory to evaluate how opposing actors take decisions that involve gains and losses. The first 

section focuses on the definition of trust, outlining its common characteristics which can be identified in 

conceptualisations across different disciplines. Based on this, the following section examines more closely 

the relationship between trust and risk, briefly reviewing existing literature on the topic. Section four then 

outlines Kahneman’s Fourfold Pattern of Preferences, also referred to as Prospect Theory, which sets the 

stage for the examples explored in the subsequent sections. The fifth section apply the Fourfold Pattern of 

Preferences to an artefact situation based on a thought experiments conducted by the legal scholar Chris 

Guthrie in Kahneman’s book. Lastly, the sixth section discuss the effects of the certainty and probability 

effects on trust building. In this section, the paper offer its main finding which argue that, in order to build 

trust within a conflict environment, the actors should not perceive that they face either huge gains or 

catastrophic losses. Indeed, as discussed in this paper and supported by Kahneman, the certainty and 

probability effect mostly take place when the actors find themselves in those extreme situations. 

 

On the definitions of trust and trustworthiness 
The notion of trust is an essentially contested concept which lacks a universally agreed definition. 

Nevertheless, Levi and Stoker (2000) argue that there exists “minimal agreement” on the concept of trust 

which can be summarised like this: 

trust is relational; it involves an individual making herself vulnerable to another individual, 
group, or institution that has the capacity to do her harm or to betray her. Trust is seldom 
unconditional; it is given to specific individuals or institutions over specific domains. For 
instance, citizens may entrust their lives to their government during wartime but not trust the 
bureaucracies that expend funds during peacetime. Trust is a judgment that can be 
conceptualised dichotomously (one either trusts or distrusts) or in a more graded fashion (one 
trusts or distrusts to a degree). Either way, there is the possibility that one neither trusts nor 
distrusts another. Trust judgments are expected to inspire courses of action. Distrust, for 
example, may inspire vigilance in and monitoring of a relationship, uncooperative behaviour, or 
the severing of a relationship. The trust judgment reflects beliefs about the trustworthiness of 
the other person (or group or institution). 
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This complex approach to trust contains several characteristics which are emphasised across the 

literature. Most important for the purpose of this paper is the link to vulnerability and risk, which will be 

addressed in more detail in a subsequent section.  

In addition to its different components identified by Levi and Stoker (2000), the concept of trust also 

differentiates between social trust (among people) and political trust (between people and organisations. 

Zmerli (2000) defines political trust in its broadest sense as referring to 

citizens’ assessments of the core institutions of the polity. [Trust] entails a positive evaluation of 
the most relevant attributes that make each political institution trustworthy, such as credibility, 
fairness, competence, transparency in its policy-making, and openness to competing views. As 
a conceptional device, political trust is conceived as a midrange indicator of support between 
political actors in charge of each institution and the overarching principles of democracy in which 
specific institutions are embedded in a given policy (Zmerli, 2000). 

 

Zmerli’s definition includes three key takeaways which resonate closely with the characteristics 

outlined by Levi and Stoker (2000): first, political trust is based on individuals’ subjective assessment of 

political institutions. Second, this evaluation is based on a set of distinct criteria for trustworthiness. Zmerli 

defines trustworthiness to consist of the “commitment to act in the interests of the truster” and the 

“competence over the domain over which trust is given” (Zmerli, 2000). Finally, trust is itself seen as an 

indicator for the evaluation of other political concepts such as democracy.  

Based on these general characteristics of trust, the following section will focus more on depth on the 

link between trust and risk.  

 

On the relationship between trust and risk 
Trust can easily be understood as “one of the most important synthetic forces within society” 

(Simmel, 1950). It is a concept without which daily interactions between people (or people and organisations) 

would not look the same. Because trust “involves a degree of risk” by making oneself vulnerable to another’s 

decisions, it directly affects how we make decisions and behave towards others. This effect has been 

empirically highlighted by the American General Social Survey and by data from the World values studies, 

which show that  

[citizens, which are] better off are … treated with more respect, which may encourage their 
sense of trust, and their success in life may give them a more optimistic, trusting, and sunny 
disposition than the poor, which may be more cynical, distrusting, and suspicious of other 
(European Social Survey, 2020). 

 

Understanding how trust is built and maintained is therefore crucial to understanding interactions 

among human beings (or individuals and organisations). It is worth noting that human responses to 

uncertainty are mainly directed by feelings and emotions, just as trust is shaped by individual experiences 



 

4 
 

and circumstances. This is particularly emphasised by Jalava (2006), who argues that “risk exists only as a 

component of decision and action. They do not exist in themselves”.  

The relationship between the concepts of trust and risk emerges because trust is seen as “a valuable 

tool for reducing risk” which is “inherent in our decisions”. (European Social Survey, 2020). Although the 

precise link between risk and trust remains “ill-defined” (European Social Survey, 2020), there exists a 

substantial body of literature which examines this phenomenon. Karlan (2005) and Schlechter (2007) have 

found that higher levels of trust correlate with risk aversion, that is, trusting actors are less likely to take risks, 

even after controlling for altruism. In contrast, Eckel and Wilson (2004), Asraf et al., Houser et al. (2006), and 

McEvily et al. (2012) have not found any correlation between trust and behavioural measures of risk 

attitudes. Nguyen et al. (2012) note that the competing results on the link between trust and risk arises from 

a flawed focus on lotteries which do not capture human behaviour towards more strategic uncertainty. 

Other scholars have moved away from assessing trust on the level of individuals and focus on the 

unit of the nation state. According to political scientist Aaron Hoffman (2002), trust between states implies 

a willingness to take risks on the behaviour of partner countries under the assumption that “the partners will 

do what is right”. This definition, too, is in line with the common characteristics identified by Levi and Stoker 

(2000) and demonstrates that the concept of trust can be applied on different levels of (international) 

politics. 

 

On Prospect Theory  
Prospect Theory (PT) is based on Daniel Kahneman’s so-called Fourfold Pattern of Preferences, which 

he outlines in his book Thinking, Fast and Slow (2011). The theory describes the mechanism behind how 

people choose between risky alternatives when the probabilities of the possible outcomes are known. In 

such cases, individuals tend to make decisions based on the potential value of gains and losses, rather than 

the outcome itself.  

Table 1 Fourfold Pattern of Preferences. Adapted from Thinking Fast and Slow by Daniel Kahneman 

 

The roots of PT lie in Utility Theory, according to which people rank order their choices according to 

their preferences, however Kahneman removes the assumption that humans are capable of making perfectly 
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rational decisions. Two phenomena, namely the Certainty Effect and the Possibility effect, have a powerful 

negative impact on how people make decisions. In essence, the former is present when very high (nearly 

certain) probabilities of any gain or loss are given, whereas the latter occurs when prospects of a significant 

gain or loss are low (or just about possible). Kahneman finds that actors tend to be risk seeking, that is, more 

likely to reject a favourable settlement, when the probabilities of a large gain are low as well as when the 

prospects for a significant loss are high. In contrast, his findings suggest that actors behave in a risk averse, 

that is, accepting unfavourable settlements, manner when the chances of a large gain are high as well as 

when the probabilities for a significant loss are small. 

This seemingly irrational behaviour is based on our human tendency to misinterpret the weights 

attributed to very low or very high probabilities. Although Kahneman’s framework has been criticised for 

being applicable to only specific cases of high uncertainty and failing to reflect regional differences, it 

nevertheless bears significant consequences for our understanding of how we make decisions in the face of 

uncertainty and thus, how we build trust. The following section will apply the insights from the literature 

review and Kahneman’s Prospect Theory to examples from conflict in the Sahel.   

 

Application of The Fourfold Pattern to Hypothetical Conflict Situations in The Sahel 
This chapter applies the fourfold pattern framework to an artefactual scenario inspired by the 

political situation in the Sahel. This thought experiment is inspired by the work of the legal scholar Chris 

Guthrie. He applied the fourfold pattern to two situations in which a plaintiff and a defendant were 

considering a possible settlement in a lawsuit. In this chapter, we change the setting and apply the fourfold 

pattern to two conflict situations in a non-specified country in the Sahel. In order to adapt the setting to a 

situation where international actors are involved, the thought-experiment slightly differs from the original. 

While the original experiment considered two opposing actors, the following setting involves three actors: a 

governmental faction which opposes a rebel faction supported by a foreign country with interests in the 

region. In this context, after years of costly fighting, the foreign country engages the governmental faction in 

negotiations in order to reach a peace agreement. 

Before moving to explain the scenarios there are three points that need to be clarified. First, for the 

sake of this exercise, we will consider exact percentages. In real life, however, the chances of victory for a 

faction or the other would probably be only estimates which would add a layer of uncertainty and complexity 

to any analysis and weighting of alternative options. 

 Second, In the case of lawsuit examples, Kahnemann argues that to succumbing to the mistake of 

overweighting improbable outcomes is very costly in the long run. However, in a conflict situation a choice is 

often a matter of life or death which likely increases the tendency to fall into the above mention alterations. 

Third, a more specific case study would help to connect to the context of the Sahel and to the theme of the 

conference. However, a more general approach can help to keep the example appliable to various contexts 
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and it narrow the attention on the dynamics between actors, more than on the specific situation chosen as 

example. 

In the first scenario, the certainty effect comes into play. The governmental faction is having the 

upper hand in the war against the rebels. Experts and military consultants suggest the governmental forces 

have 95% of winning. However, by accepting the intervention of foreign actors within its territory, the 

governmental faction would eliminate the 5% chance that something unexpected happen causing the 

governmental faction to lose its current negotiating advantage in favour of the rebels. As the outcome of a 

war is always uncertain until the very end, in its current position, the governmental faction can dictate the 

terms of the peace agreement and limit the negative inference of the foreign country in its internal affairs. 

In this case, there are two emotions at play, both driving in the same direction. The attraction for a sure and 

substantial gain, on one hand, and the fear of intense disappointment and delusion in case of a drawback 

suggest the governmental faction would be risk averse. 

On the other side, the foreign country’s leader and those of the rebels know that they have only 5% 

chances of winning. However, for various reasons that can range from religious or ideological, to political and 

economic, they have not stopped to hope for a win, or at least for a favourable change that would give them 

more negotiating power. The temptation to fight on is strong. The peace agreement, indeed, meets only a 

small amount of the requests and interests of the rebels and their supporting foreign country. Here again, 

Kahneman recognizes that “two emotions are involved: the sure loss is repugnant, and the possibility of 

changing tides is highly attractive” (Kahneman 2011: 312). The rebel group and its international supporters, 

despite their small chance of winning, is likely to be risk seeking. 

The second scenario sees the foreign country to support the governmental faction instead of the 

rebels. In this context, the probability effect influences the decisions of the actors. The rebels start a 

desperate uprising against the central government. Both factions know the probabilities and are aware that 

the rebel faction cannot win against the governmental forces, especially without any support from external 

supporters. However, the rebels, strong of their believes, grievances and overestimation of their own forces, 

tend to overweight their small chance of success and become bold and aggressive in negotiations with the 

governmental faction and their supporters. For the governmental faction, on the other hand, the rebellion is 

a nuisance with a small risk of a very bad outcome. In this situation, the leaders could overwhelm the small 

chance of a catastrophic loss and favours risk avoidance. To this purpose, they could tend to offer some 

favourable terms to the rebels in exchange of their surrender.  

 GAINS LOSSES 

HIGH PROBABILITY 

Certainty Effect 

Governmental faction has 95% 

chances of winning.  

 

 

Rebel group and its international 

supporter has 95% chances of 

losing. 
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Fear of disappointment. 

 

RISK AVERSE:  

the governmental faction prefers 

to eliminate 5% chance of 

catastrophic loss. 

Hope to avoid worst of the losses. 

 

RISK SEEKING: they prefer to 

continue fighting. 

LOW PROBABILITY 

Probability Effect 

Rebel group has 5% of winning. 

 

 

 

Hope of unexpected change of 

situation. 

 

RISK SEEKING: Rebels prefer to 

continue fighting despite the 

chances. 

Governmental faction and its 

international supporter has 5% of 

losing. 

 

Fear of unexpected change of 

situation. 

 

RISK AVERSE: The governmental 

faction and its supporter prefer to 

accommodate rebels’ request to 

avoid any risk. 

 

How Certainty and Probability effect affect trust? 
This section explores how trust and trustworthiness relate to risk aversion and loss aversion. More 

specifically, this section tries to understand how the certainty and probability effect can influence the 

presence (or lack) of trust between actors in a conflict. To this purpose, this paper draws insights from the 

previous sections and compare them with the findings from the paper “Trust and Trustworthiness under the 

Prospect Theory: A Field Experiment in Vietnam”, that applied the Prospect Theory as a framework to 

understand what are the main factors that influence trust (Nguyen, Villeval and Xu 2012). This chapter will 

also offer some recommendations on how to create suitable environment where the involved actors are 

more likely to trust each other. 

The fourfold pattern showed that actors tend to overweight or underweight chances of winning or 

losing when they are at the extreme. Therefore, it appears logical that when the balance of chances is so 

unbalanced, actors will tend to trust each other less. Trust between governmental faction and rebel faction 

is more likely to be increased when both factions see (or weight their chances of obtaining a gain or a loss 

more equally). In this situation, both parties would be more willing to cooperate. This is in line with the 

findings of Nguyen, Villeval and Xu (2012). They showed that trust is indirectly dependant on loss aversion. 

Loss aversion impacts trust indirectly through its negative impact on the expectations of return. This means 

that most risk averse actors are more trustworthy. 
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CONCLUSION 
In this paper, it was explored the concept of trust and how this relates to the Prospect theory. More 

specifically, through the application of Kahneman’s Fourfold Pattern of Preferences to a conflict situation, it 

was analysed how the certainty effect and probability effect can influence the way actors perceive gains and 

losses when taking decisions. Indeed, by applying this framework to a conflict situation in the Sahel, it was 

possible to see how actors tend to overweight extreme probabilities of losing or wining when taking 

decisions. The results of this thought experiment suggest that, in order to create a more suitable environment 

for trust building, actors should believe their chances to gain or lose anything in a negotiation are more 

balanced and not at the extreme ends. In this situation, they would perceive cooperation as the most suitable 

solutions for their interests. This is supported by the findings of Levi and Stoker (2000) and Wierzbicka (2018) 

who explored the characteristics which are common for different types of trust building process. A main 

limitation of this study, however, is that it remains highly unclear how to operationalize gains and losses. 

Going further, it would be interesting to research how to push the actors out of the certainty and probability 

effects and boost cooperation feelings. 
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