
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroimage.2021.118777
http://www.ScienceDirect.com
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/neuroimage
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.neuroimage.2021.118777&domain=pdf
mailto:yafeng.pan@zju.edu.cn
mailto:yhu@psy.ecnu.edu.cn
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neuroimage.2021.118777
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


X. Cheng, Y. Zhu, Y. Hu et al. NeuroImage 246 (2022) 118777 

 

i  

c  

b  

d  

h  

s  

t  

u  

t  

p  

a  

e    enhanced their
Social status is defined as the prominence, respect, and influence that

ndividuals owns in the eyes of others ( Anderson et al., 2006 ) and is cru-

ial for interaction and social behaviors in many species. It can either

e elicited by one’s socioeconomic status or be attained according to

ominance or prestige ( Henrich and Gil-White, 2001 ). Previous studies

ave demonstrated that social status biases individuals’ emotions and

ocial behaviors (e.g., Guinote et al., 2015 ). However, its impact upon

rust is controversial. In a series of studies, it was proposed that individ-

als with relatively higher (vs. lower) status would show more initial

rust toward the partner (i.e., sending more money to the anonymous

artner). This was interpreted as the higher-status individuals perceived

 higher degree of benevolence from their lower-status partner, which

nhanced their willingness to trust. It is   
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n low-status partners. However, during the interaction, the investment

atio increased faster when individuals were paired with a high-status

artner. This increasing trend was particularly prominent in the low

investor)-high (trustee) status group. Accompanied 
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hese findings highlight the key role of information flow between brains

uring social interactions, and the initial consensus between the inter-

cting individuals may be achieved during this time. Consensus may

eflect a shared understanding between investor and trustee, which has

een linked with IBS in previous study ( Hirsch et al., 2021 ). It is worth

oting that we did not observe such an effect in the high-high group,

espite the inclusion of a high-status trustee in that group, which sug-

ested that the relative social status rather than the social status of the

rustee or the investor matters. However, more evidence is needed to

erify the brain model. 

Several limitations of this study should be addressed. First, in our

tudy, the status of the investor was not constant throughout the differ-

nt conditions. Future studies might include groups containing middle-

tatus investors/trustees to better understand the effect of social sta-

us. Second, manipulation of social status was checked after the trust

ame rather than right after the status-inducing task, so that the rat-

ng reflects the influences of both the manipulation and trust tasks.

o mitigate this issue, we randomized both groups and the participant

oles, albeit we could not completely exclude the potential impact of the

rust task or the carry-over effects from the math performance feedback.

hird, we used the economic game (i.e., the trust game) to capture in-

erpersonal trust. Additional studies are needed to determine whether

he effect can be replicated in other situations that involve interper-

onal trust. Finally, the brain ROIs in the current study only included

he PFC and rTPJ. Thus, it is possible that other participant groups

ould exhibit significant behavior-related brain activity in other brain

egions. 

In summary, the present study extended the field by examining the

ffect of social status on the temporal change of trust during interaction

part from the initial trust and characterizing real-time trust interaction

ia a “two-person neuroscience ” approach. We found interaction pro-

ess did modulate the effect of social status on trust —individuals trust

ore in a low-status trustee initially and exhibit increased tendency of

rust in a higher-status trustee during the interaction. The increasing

rend of investment in the low-high group during the interaction was

ccompanied by an increase in IBS at the rTPJ and a decrease in brain

ctivation of the rDLPFC. These findings improve our understanding of

ow social status modulates trust. Our study also exemplifies the hyper-

canning approach to examine the effect of human economic exchanges.

uture studies may investigate neural signatures underlying trust dy-

amics from a developmental perspective and explore the observed ef-

ects in individuals with a social deficit, such as autism spectrum disor-

er. 
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