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Why We Trust Strangers on the Internet More Than People We 

Know 

I'll take the advice of an anonymous username with a profile picture of a cat over my own 

well-meaning aunt, and I suspect I'm not alone. We read forty reviews before buying a toaster, 

comb through Reddit threads at 2 a.m. for medical reassurance, and trust the collective verdict of 

people we'll never meet. Meanwhile the friend across the table offering the same suggestion gets 

a polite nod and little more. This isn't a quirk or a character flaw. We trust internet strangers more 

than familiar people because distance strips away the social baggage that makes advice from 

friends so hard to hear cleanly. 

Part of the reason is that strangers have nothing to gain and nothing to protect. When a friend 

recommends a book, their taste, their ego, and your relationship all ride along with the 

suggestion, so a rejection can sting on both sides. An anonymous reviewer carries none of that 

weight. Researchers who study online trust point to the perceived neutrality of aggregated 

strangers, where hundreds of independent voices feel more objective than one interested party. 

The sheer volume does something too. One friend is an opinion; four hundred reviewers 

averaging four stars starts to feel like a fact, even when it isn't. 

Anonymity also buys a kind of honesty we rarely get face to face. People confess things to 

strangers precisely because there are no consequences and no follow-up questions at 

Thanksgiving. A stranger will tell you a product broke after a month, that a procedure hurt more 

than the doctor admitted, or that a city you're romanticizing is actually miserable in July. Our 
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friends, wanting to be kind, often soften the truth. The stranger has no such incentive, so we go 

to them for the unvarnished version and quietly reserve our friends for comfort instead. 

The trouble is that this instinct isn't always wise, and it pays to remember why. Reviews get 

faked, forums get gamed, and the confident stranger is sometimes confidently wrong. The 

neutrality we sense is partly an illusion produced by not knowing who's behind the screen. So 

trust the crowd when it helps, but don't mistake volume for truth or anonymity for honesty. 

Sometimes the aunt across the table, baggage and all, actually knows you better than four 

hundred usernames ever could. 
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