
S
A

Y
a

b

c

d

a

A
R
A
A

K
F
S
I
S
D
E
M
P

Biological Psychology 88 (2011) 253– 262

Contents lists available at SciVerse ScienceDirect

Biological  Psychology

journa l h o me  page: www.elsev ier .com/ locate /b iopsycho

ocial  distance  modulates  recipient’s  fairness  consideration  in  the  dictator  game:
n  ERP  study

in  Wua,  Marijke  C.  Leliveldb,  Xiaolin  Zhouc,d,∗

Key Laboratory of Child Development and Learning Science, Ministry of Education, Southeast University, Nanjing 210096, China
Department of Marketing, University of Groningen, P.O. Box 800, 9700 AV Groningen, The Netherlands
Center for Brain and Cognitive Sciences and Department of Psychology, Peking University, Beijing 100871, China
Key Laboratory of Machine Perception, Ministry of Education, Peking University, Beijing 100871, China

 r  t  i  c  l  e  i  n  f  o

rticle history:
eceived 20 February 2011
ccepted 22 August 2011
vailable online 2 September 2011

eywords:
airness consideration

a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

Previous  
ocial distance
nterpersonal relationship
ocial norms
ictator game
RP
FN
300

dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.biopsycho.2011.08.009
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/03010511
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/biopsycho
mailto:xz104@pku.edu.cn
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.biopsycho.2011.08.009


2 sycho

m
t
a
o
f
t
s
t
b
t
o
t
G
f

w
f
e
n
e
s
r
r
d
(
t
o
t
h

1

a
C
o
h
t
r
U
d
e

n
t
e
M
2
2
f
c
p
o
t
p
t
t
t
p
g
a
b
i
e
W
u

54 Y. Wu  et al. / Biological P

oney and the recipient just passively receives the amount given
o him (Kahneman et al., 1986). Results consistently showed that
s social distance decreases, the allocator becomes more gener-
us in distributing assets to the recipient. Bohnet and Frey (1999),
or example, manipulated the social distance between the alloca-
or and the recipient by letting them either look at each other in
ilence for a couple of seconds or by letting the recipient to iden-
ify himself, with a name card, to the allocator or by letting them
eing completely anonymous to each other. Results showed that
he proportion of the distributed money to the recipient decreased
ver these three manipulations. This finding can be interpreted in
erms of the activation level of the fairness norm (Charness and
neezy, 2008): the more people know each other, the more the

airness norm is activated.
However, it is not clear from these studies how the recipient

ould react, either explicitly or implicitly, to fair or unfair offers
rom allocators with different social distances. This lack of knowl-
dge is partly due to the DG paradigm in which the recipient
ormally receives offers but makes no explicit responses. With the
vent-related potential (ERP) technique, however, it is possible to
tudy the responses, as it provides a way to measure the implicit
esponses in the brain to different offers. The purpose of the cur-
ent study is thus twofold: (1) to examine how the brain responds
ifferentially to fair and unfair offers in DG; and more importantly,
2) to investigate how the social distance between the allocator and
he recipient modulates the recipient’s brain responses to different
ffers. We  will specifically focus on the MFN  (medial-frontal nega-
ivity) and the P300 responses to offers. Below we detail out specific
ypotheses.

.2. MFN  responses to (un)fair behavior

There have been ERP studies examining brain responses to fair
nd unfair offers, using the Ultimatum Game (UG; Boksem and De
remer, 2010; Hewig et al., 2011; Polezzi et al., 2008). This game,
riginally developed by Güth et al. (1982),  is similar to the DG, but
as one major difference. The recipient can either accept or reject
he allocator’s offer. If accepted, the pie is divided as proposed; if
ejected, both the allocator and the recipient end empty handed.
sing this paradigm, these studies consistently found that when
ivision schemes were presented to recipients, unfair offers elicited
nhanced MFN  responses than fair offers.

The MFN, also called FRN (feedback-related negativity), is a
egative deflection peaking between 200 ms  and 350 ms  at fron-
ocentral recording sites (Gehring and Willoughby, 2002; Hajcak
t al., 2005, 2007; Holroyd and Coles, 2002; Holroyd et al., 2004;
iltner et al., 1997; Nieuwenhuis et al., 2004; van der Helden et al.,

010; Yeung and Sanfey, 2004; Yeung et al., 2005; Yu and Zhou,
006a,b, 2009). The MFN  has been shown to be more pronounced
or negative feedback (or offers) associated with unfavorable out-
omes, such as incorrect responses or monetary loss, than for
ositive feedback. It is suggested that the MFN  reflects the impact
f the midbrain dopamine signals on the anterior cingulated cor-
ex (ACC) (Holroyd and Coles, 2002; Nieuwenhuis et al., 2004). The
hasic decreases in dopamine inputs elicited by negative predic-
ion errors (i.e., “the result is worse than expected”) give rise to
he increased ACC activity that is reflected as larger MFN ampli-
ude, whereas the phasic increases in dopamine signals elicited by
ositive prediction errors (i.e., “the result is better than expected”)
ive rise to decreased ACC activity that is reflected as smaller MFN
mplitudes. Recent studies showed that the prediction error can
e defined not only in terms of the valence of outcome but also
n terms of whether the outcome fits pre-established, non-valence
xpectancy (Jia et al., 2007; Oliveira et al., 2007; Qiu et al., 2010;
u and Zhou, 2009). For example, Wu  and Zhou (2009) manip-

lated orthogonally the reward valence, reward magnitude, and
logy 88 (2011) 253– 262

expectancy towards magnitude in a monetary gambling task and
found that the MFN  effect was sensitive not only to reward valence,
but also to expectancy towards reward magnitude, with the viola-
tion of expectancy eliciting a more negative-going MFN.

Violations of social expectancy or social norms can also elicit
enhanced MFN  responses. Using the UG paradigm, Boksem and
De Cremer (2010) found that the MFN  amplitude was  influenced
by violations of the equal division rule. Egalitarian distribution
of assets constitutes part of social norms in our life (Deutsch,
1975; Messick and Sentis, 1983; Messick, 1993), and violations of
these accepted norms increases punishment of those who  violated
the norms (Fehr and Gächter, 2002; Fehr and Fischbacher, 2004).
Boksem and De Cremer showed that MFN  amplitude was  more pro-
nounced for unfair than for fair offers and this effect was  especially
true for participants with higher concerns for fairness. The authors
suggested that the MFN  may  reflect a graded response to the degree
of social expectancy violation.

Based on these studies, one might predict that, within a DG,
unfair offers would also elicit more negative MFN  responses than
fair offers, reflecting a general violation of social expectancy. This
prediction is strengthened by results of a recent study by Hewig and
colleagues (2011) who compared recipient’s ERP responses, elec-
trodermal responses, and subjective affect rating to offers in UG
and DG. They observed similar MFN  effects for fair and unfair offers
as Boksem and De Cremer (2010) and did not find significant differ-
ences between the two games. The authors suggested that similar
mechanisms might be engaged in the evaluation of unfairness in
the two settings.

More importantly, the present study specifically investigates the
moderating role of social distance on recipient’s differential MFN
responses to fair and unfair offers. Previous studies have shown that
social variables such as interpersonal relationship can modulate
individuals’ brain responses to other persons’ performance or mon-
etary outcomes (Fukushima and Hiraki, 2006, 2009; Itagaki and
Katayama, 2008; Kang et al., 2010; Leng and Zhou, 2010; Ma et al.,
2011; Marco-Pallares et al., 2010; Yu and Zhou, 2006a).  We  argue
that such social variables can also influence the recipient’s brain
responses to different offers in DG. To manipulate the social dis-
tance between the allocator and the recipient, we  let the recipient to
receive offers from either his/her friends or strangers and recorded
his/her ERP responses to the offers. Based on earlier studies on the
role of social distance, which suggest that fairness considerations
are more salient amongst friends than amongst strangers (Bohnet
and Frey, 1999; Halpern, 1994, 1997; Mandel, 2006; Shapiro, 1975),
we predicted that this MFN  effect would be modulated by the
social distance between the allocator and the recipient. As friend-
ship indicates a closer social distance, the recipient might expect
the allocator to be more fair or reciprocal (in the long run) than
a stranger-allocator. With higher fairness expectancies towards
friends, unfair offers provided by friends would consequently lead
to stronger perceptions of fairness norm violations by the recipi-
ent than unfair offers provided by strangers. This could be detected
by the recipient at an early stage of evaluative processing, possibly
indexed by MFN.

1.3. P300 responses to (un)fair behavior

Another ERP component, the P300, is the most positive peak
in the period of 200–600 ms  post-onset of feedback and it typically
increases in magnitude from frontal to parietal electrodes. Previous
studies employing the oddball paradigm suggested that the P300
is related to higher-order cognitive operations, such as selective

attention and resource allocation (Donchin and Coles, 1988). Specif-
ically, unexpected (low probability) stimuli evoked more positive
P300 than expected (high probability) stimuli (Courchesne et al.,
1977; Duncan-Johnson and Donchin, 1977; Johnson and Donchin,
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Each  trial began with the presentation of a 10 yuan bill (2.6◦ × 1.3◦) for 1000 ms
gainst a black background (Fig. 1). After 500 ms,  the allocator’s social identity, either
good friend” or “stranger” in Chinese (white and Song font, size 32), was  presented
t  the center of the screen for 1000 ms.  After another 500 ms,  the word “offered you”
n  Chinese (white and Song font, size 32) was  presented for either 1000, 1100, 1200,
300, 1400, or 1500 ms.  After a further 500 ms,  the amount given 
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Fig. 2. Behavioral and ERP results. (A) Subjective rating for fair and unfair offers; (B) mean amplitudes (P2) in the 160–240 ms  time window for fair and unfair offers at the
anterior-frontal region; (C) mean amplitudes (MFN) in the 240–340 ms time window for fair and unfair offers at the anterior-frontal region; (D) mean amplitudes (MFN) in
t n afte
f

d
n
m
p
s

r
F
c
T
t
r
t
d
F

d

he  240–340 ms  time window for fair and unfair offers at the anterior-frontal regio
or  fair and unfair offers at the central-posterior region.

istance, fairness level and electrode region was marginally sig-
ificant, F(1,16) = 3.50, p = 0.08, suggesting that the MFN  effect
ay  have different patterns over the anterior-frontal and central-

osterior regions (see also Fig. 3B). We  therefore conducted
eparate analyses for the effect in each region.

In the anterior-frontal region, an ANOVA on MFN  measures only
evealed an interaction between social distance and fairness level,
(1,16) = 6.56, p < 0.05 (see Fig. 2C). Specific contrast analyses were
onducted within the friend- and stranger-allocation conditions.
he difference between fair and unfair offers was significant in
he friend-allocation condition, F(1,16) = 6.46, p < 0.05, with ERP
esponses more negative-going following unfair offers (0.43 �V)
han following fair offers (1.61 �V). In contrast, there was  no such

ifference in the stranger-allocation condition (1.43 vs. 0.90 �V),
(1,16) = 1.75, p > 0.1.

On the other hand, while ERP responses to fair offers did not
iffer between the friend- and stranger-allocation conditions (1.61
r 2–20 Hz bandpass filtering; (E) peak amplitudes in the 250–600 ms time window

vs. 0.90 �V), F(1,16) = 2.83, p > 0.1, ERP responses to unfair offers
were more negative-going in the friend-allocation (0.43 �V) than in
the stranger-allocation condition (1.43 �V), F(1,16) = 6.23, p < 0.05,
a reminiscent of the pattern in the satisfaction rating.

In the central-posterior region, we found a significant main
effect of fairness level, F(1,16) = 5.87, p < 0.05, with unfair offers
(2.94 �V) eliciting more negative-going deflections than fair offers
(3.94 �V). However, neither the main effect of social distance nor
the interaction between these two factors reached significance,
F(1,16) < 1 and F(1,16) = 1.07, p > 0.1, respectively.

It appears that the difference between unfair and fair offers was
also present at the central-posterior region (see Fig. 3B), incon-
sistent with the traditional definition and findings for the MFN.

However, this might be due to the influence of the subsequent
P300. Given that the P300 is mainly associated with low frequency
EEGs, we  filtered the EEG data with a 2–20 Hz bandpass (Fig. 3C;
see Donkers et al., 2005; Heldmann et al., 2008; Luu et al., 2003 for
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Fig. 3. (Left panel) Grand average event-related potentials at the midline Fz, FCz, Cz, CPz and Pz for different offers. The shaded 240–340 ms time window at Fz and FCz was
for  the calculation of the mean amplitudes of the MFN. The shaded 400–550 ms  time window at Cz, CPz and Pz was for the calculation of the mean amplitudes of the P300.
(Right  panel) (A) Topographic map  for P2 in the 160–240 ms  time window; (B) topographic map for MFN  in the 240–340 ms  time window; (C) topographic map  for MFN  in
the  240–340 ms  time window after 2–20 Hz bandpass filtering; (D) topographic map for P300 in the 400–550 ms  time window.
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