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Abstract:  Several recent contributions to the literature have acknowledged the scope of cooperation as a 
prerequisite for prosperity. In this study, we extent the Parasite Stress Theory of values to hypothesize a negative 
impact of historical pathogen prevalence on the radius (out-group - in-group) of trust that persists over time. This is 
because as pathogenic stress increases societies were more likely: (i) to develop mistrust towards out-groups as 
defence mechanism against novel parasites; (ii) enhance cooperation within in-groups through supportive social 
networks to cope with present infections. These two attributes increase the distance between out-group and in-
group trust in environments with high pathogen prevalence, decreasing consequently the radius of people who are 
deemed trustworthy. We test this hypothesis across four layers, namely at the cross-country level, cross-country 
individual-level, pre-industrial society level, and using data of second-generation migrants.  
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Our findings reveal a robust negative effect of historical pathogen prevalence on the ‘narrow’ radius of trust that the 
reference point of in-groups is limited to the closest circle of familiar others (i.e., family or the members of the local 
community). In contrast, the association is weak for the ‘wider’ radius of trust that the reference point of in-groups 
(out-groups) is expanded (contracted). 
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