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Abstract

Trustworthiness perceptions are based on facial features that are seen as trustworthy

by most people (e.g., resemblance to a smile) and features that are only seen as trust-

worthy by a specific perceiver (e.g., resemblance to a loved one). In other words, trust-

worthiness perceptions reflect consensual and idiosyncratic judgment components. Yet,

when examining the influence of facial cues on social decision-making previous studies

havealmost exclusively focusedonconsensual judgments, ignoring thepotential roleof

idiosyncratic judgments. Results of two studies, with 491 participants making 15,656

trust decisions, showed that consensual and idiosyncratic trustworthiness judgments

independently influenced participants’ likelihood to trust an interaction partner, with

no significant differences in the magnitude of the effects. These results highlight the

need to consider both consensual and idiosyncratic judgments. Previous work, which

only focused on the effect of consensual judgments, may have underestimated the

overall influence of trustworthiness perceptions on social decision-making.
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1 INTRODUCTION

People spontaneously judge another person’s character based on their

facial appearance (Todorov et al., 2015). For instance, trustworthi-

ness judgments—which represent one of the core dimensions onwhich

faces are evaluated (Jones et al., 2021; Oosterhof & Todorov, 2008;

Sutherland et al., 2013)—are formed within 100 ms of exposure to

a face (Todorov et al., 2009; Willis & Todorov, 2006). These snap

judgments can be highly consequential, as people rely on them when

making a wide range of decisions (Olivola et al., 2014). For instance,

trustworthiness perceptions have been shown to affect outcomes in

criminal sentencing (Wilson & Rule, 2015), leader choice (Gomulya

et al., 2017), consumer behaviour (Jaeger, Sleegers, et al., 2019), and

financial decision-making (Duarte et al., 2012). People rely on trust-

worthiness perceptions even when they have access to more diagnos-

tic information (Rezlescu et al., 2012) and even when they are told to

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided

the original work is properly cited.

© 2021 The Authors. European Journal of Social Psychology published by JohnWiley & Sons Ltd.

discount a person’s appearance (Jaeger, Todorov, et al., 2020). In short,

people rely on spontaneous trait inferences from faces when making a

wide range of important social decisions.

2 CONSENSUAL AND IDIOSYNCRATIC
TRUSTWORTHINESS PERCEPTIONS

A substantial body of work has focused on identifying the facial fea-

tures that are commonly perceived as trustworthy or untrustworthy

(for reviews, see Hehman et al., 2019; Todorov et al., 2008, 2015).

Theseefforts have shown that trustworthiness perceptions are reliably

influenced by awide range of facial cues, such as resemblances to emo-

tion expressions (Said et al., 2009), facial width-to-height ratio (Stirrat

& Perrett, 2010) and skin smoothness (Jaeger et al., 2018). Generally

speaking, people whose facial morphology resembles a smile, people

1172 wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/ejsp Eur J Soc Psychol. 2021;51:1172–1180.
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CONSENSUAL AND IDIOSYNCRATIC PERCEPTIONS 1173

with narrower faces and people with smooth and unblemished skin are

seen asmore trustworthy.

Although there is some consensus on what a trustworthy person

looks like, considerable individual differences exist (Hehman et al.,

2017; Sutherland et al., 2020; Xie et al., 2019; for similar findings for

facial attractiveness judgments, seeHönekopp, 2006). Trustworthiness

perceptions arenot only drivenby characteristics of the target, but also

bycharacteristics of theperceiver.Hehmanandcolleagues (2017) anal-

ysed a large set of face judgments to examinehowmuchvariance in rat-

ings is explainedby (a)which targetwas judged, (b)whichperceiverwas

providing the judgment and (c) the interaction between target and per-

ceiver. If perceivers would perfectly agree on targets’ trustworthiness,

then 100% of the variance should be explained by the first component.

However, this factor only explained about 15% of the variance in rat-

ings. A considerable amount of variance (ca. 55%) was explained by the

other two factors, suggesting that characteristics of the perceiver play

a critical role in impression formation. For instance, trustworthiness

perceptions are influenced by how much a stranger’s face resembles

a perceiver’s own face or the faces of familiar others (DeBruine, 2002;

Verosky&Todorov, 2013; see alsoFeldmanHall et al., 2018).Other per-

ceiver characteristics, such as age (Castle et al., 2012; Zebrowitz et al.,

2013), personal experience (Sutherland et al., 2020) and lay beliefs

about the structure of personality traits (Stolier et al., 2018) have also

been shown to influence people’s perceptions.

These findings are in line with more general theories of judgment

and impression formation, which highlight that outcomes are driven by

both the perceiver and the target (Biesanz, 2010; Funder, 1995; West

& Kenny, 2011). Thus, individual perceptions (the raw judgment score

a perceiver assigns to a specific target) are composed of a consensual

judgment component and an idiosyncratic judgment component. Here,

I build on these insights and test whether consensual and idiosyncratic

trustworthiness perceptions independently influence social decision-

making.

3 TRUSTWORTHINESS PERCEPTIONS AND
SOCIAL DECISION-MAKING

Many studies have shown that both children and adults

rely on facial judgments when deciding whom to trust

(Charlesworth et al., 2019; Rezlescu et al., 2012; van ’t Wout &

Sanfey, 2008). Yet, is unclear to what extent these decisions are based

on consensual and idiosyncratic trustworthiness judgments. Previous

studies have examined the relationship between individual trust

decisions and trustworthiness ratings that were averaged across all

participants (Jaeger, Evans, et al., 2019; van ’tWout & Sanfey, 2008). In

other studies, perceived trustworthiness wasmanipulated by selecting

face images that had been rated as particularly trustworthy-looking

and untrustworthy-looking by an independent sample of participants

(Chang et al., 2010; Ewing et al., 2014, 2015; Li et al., 2017; Rezlescu

et al., 2012). In both approaches, effects of trustworthiness percep-

tions are examined by testing the predictive power of judgments that

were averaged across many perceivers.

Yet, averaged judgments only capture the consensual component of

trustworthiness perceptions, ignoring the contribution of idiosyncratic

perceptions. Even though decisions may be based on facial features

that are consensually or idiosyncratically perceived as trustworthy,

previous studies have only focused on the former. Crucially, if idiosyn-

cratic judgments independently influence decision-making, then it is

likely that prior investigations (which only focused on consensual judg-

ments) underestimated the overall influence of trustworthiness per-

ceptions. Thus, it is important to test whether there are unique effects

of idiosyncratic judgments that were not (and could not be) detected

with the research designs commonly employed in prior work.

A priori, a unique effect of idiosyncratic judgments seems highly

plausible, if not obvious. One would expect a person to trust a stranger

if that stranger is perceived as trustworthy, irrespective ofwhether the

perception of trustworthiness is shared with others or idiosyncratic

to the person in question. In other words, since consensual trustwor-

thiness judgments and idiosyncratic trustworthiness judgments ulti-

mately imply that a target is perceived as trustworthy by a perceiver,

one would expect that both types of judgments should be associated

with a person’s decisions.

While independent effects of consensual and idiosyncratic judg-

ments might seem obvious, it is less obvious how large we would

expect their relative effects to be. Again, a naïve view, might predict

that the effect of both judgment components on any outcome should

be, at least roughly, equal. A person may be twice as likely to trust

a stranger who is perceived as twice as trustworthy as others, irre-

spective of whether this trustworthiness evaluation is shared with

others or idiosyncratic to the person in question. Yet, previous stud-

ies suggest that this is not necessarily the case. Trustworthiness per-

ceptions have been shown to correlate with activation in the amyg-

dala (Winston et al., 2002). Engell and colleagues (2007) examined

whether this association is observed for both consensually and idiosyn-

cratically perceived trustworthiness, but only found support for the

former. In other words, facial features that were perceived as trust-

worthy by the majority of perceivers elicited activation in the amyg-

dala, whereas facial features that were only perceived as trustwor-

thy by a specific perceiver (but not necessarily by others) did not.

Different effects of consensual and idiosyncratic judgments or beliefs

have also been observed in other research domains such as stereo-

typing (Spencer-Rodgers, 2001) and social support (Lakey et al., 2002;

McCaskill & Lakey, 2000). Overall, these findings illustrate the impor-

tanceofdistinguishingbetweenconsensual and idiosyncratic judgment

components.

4 THE CURRENT STUDIES

Here, I test (a) whether consensual and idiosyncratic trustworthi-

ness judgments independently influence social decision-making and

(b) whether there is a significant difference in the effects of the two

components. I re-analyse openly available data from two studies that

examined the effect of trustworthiness perceptions on social decision-

making (Jaeger et al., 2019, Study 3a–c; Jaeger, Oud, et al., 2020, Study

1). The data sets contain 15,656 trust decisions by 491 participants.

The studies investigated the accuracy of trustworthiness perceptions

(Jaeger, Oud, et al., 2020) and the reasons why people prioritize facial
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1174 JAEGER ET AL.

cues over other types of information in decision-making (Jaeger, Evans,

et al., 2019). Neither study compared the unique effects of consensual

and idiosyncratic judgments.

I focus on decision-making in the trust game, which captures the

basic structure of trust-based social exchange (Berg et al., 1995;

Snijders & Keren, 1999). In this two-person interaction, a participant

(i.e., the trustor) decides whether to send a monetary endowment to

another participant (i.e., the trustee). In case the endowment is trans-

ferred, the money is multiplied and the trustee decides how much to

return to the trustor. Trust and reciprocity lead to higher payoffs for

both, but trust is risky as trustees face the temptation tokeep the trans-

ferredmoney. Thus, the trustor’s decision captures their willingness to

trust the trustee and the game has been used in the past to study the

influenceof trustworthiness perceptions ondecision-making (Rezlescu

et al., 2012; van ’t Wout & Sanfey, 2008). All data and analysis scripts

for the current studies are available at the Open Science Framework

(https://osf.io/h6p3w/).

5 STUDY 1

The main goal of Study 1 was to estimate the extent to which trust

decisions are influenced by consensual and idiosyncratic trustworthi-

ness judgments. Participants made a series of 31 trust decisions while

being matched with different interaction partners and viewing pho-

tographs of their faces. The photographs were cropped to remove all

non-facial features. After participants indicated their decisions, they

viewed the facial photographs again and rated the perceived trustwor-

thiness of each person. I refer to these ratings as participants’ indi-

vidual judgments. Based on these ratings, measures of consensual and

idiosyncratic trustworthiness judgments were created, using the same

procedure as Engell and colleagues (2007). For each face, a measure

of consensual judgments was created by averaging the ratings of all

participants. Next, I regressed participants’ individual trustworthiness

judgments on consensual trustworthiness judgments andextracted the

residuals, which represent the part of each participants’ trustworthi-

ness judgment that was not explained by consensually perceived trust-

worthiness. This constituted the measure of idiosyncratic trustworthi-

ness judgments. In the current study, I test whether participants are

more likely to trust interaction partners who are perceived as trust-

worthy (i.e., the effect of individual judgments) and, more importantly,

towhat extent this effect is driven by consensual or idiosyncratic trust-

worthiness judgments.

5.1 Methods

5.1.1 Participants

For the original study (Jaeger, Oud, et al., 2020, Study 1), 131 stu-

dents from the University of Zurich were recruited (45.80% female,

Mage = 22.85, SDage = 4.45). Participants made a series of trust deci-

sions while seeing facial photographs of their interaction partners.

Here, I focus on the 56 participants who viewed unmanipulated pho-

tos of their interaction partners.1 Participants received 10 CHF (ca.

$11) for their participation and their trust decisions were fully incen-

tivized. That is, participants were informed that they would receive an

additional payment that depended on their decisions. At the end of the

study, one round of the trust game was selected at random and partic-

ipants, both the trustor and the trustee, received their earnings from

that round.

5.1.2 Materials and procedure

A separate sample of participants (n = 31, 14 female) from the univer-

sity ofZurich acted as trustees in the trust games. Participants received

a fixed payment of 20 CHF (ca. $22) and their behaviour in the trust

game was fully incentivized. Participants received a written descrip-

tion of the trust game and they played five rounds in the role of the

trustee. In each round, theywerematchedwith an anonymous interac-

tion partner and both players received 12CHF. Participants’ behaviour

was elicitedwith the strategymethod. That is, they indicatedhowmuch

they would want to send back in case the trustor decided to send 10

CHF. After completing the trust games, participants first completed

several unrelated questionnaires before photographs of their faces

were taken. Photographs were taken from the same distance against

a uniform background and participants were instructed to display a

neutral facial expression. In line with previous studies (Bonnefon et al.,

2013), photographs were cropped so that only participants’ faces are

visible.

For the main study, these photographs were shown to participants

who acted as trustors. Participants played 31 rounds in the role of

the trustor with different counterparts. In each round, participants

received an endowment of 10 CHF and saw a photo of their inter-

action partner. They decided whether to transfer nothing or 10 CHF.

After completing the 31 rounds of the trust game, participants saw the

photographs of the trustees again and rated them on various charac-

teristics, including trustworthiness, on a seven-point scale (for a more

detailed description of the procedure, see Jaeger, Oud, et al., 2020).

These ratings capture participants’ individual trustworthiness judg-

ments. A measure of consensual trustworthiness judgments was cre-

ated by averaging the ratings of all faces across participants. Ameasure

of idiosyncratic trustworthiness judgments was created by regress-

ing participants’ individual judgments on consensual judgments and

extracting the residuals, which represent the part of each participants’

judgment that was not explained by consensually perceived trustwor-

thiness. Individual, consensual and idiosyncratic trustworthiness judg-

ments were z-standardized.

5.1.3 Sensitivity analysis

I conducted sensitivity analyses using the simr package (Green &

Macleod, 2016) in R (R Core Team, 2021) to determine the smallest

1 A separate sample of 75 participants viewed facial photographs that were manipulated to

appearmore or less trustworthy.
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CONSENSUAL AND IDIOSYNCRATIC PERCEPTIONS 1175

effect size the current design was able to detect for the main effects

of interest (i.e., the effects of consensual and idiosyncratic trustworthi-

ness judgmentson trust). For example, I systematically varied theeffect

of consensual trustworthiness on trust decisions in the relevant model

(see Results section) and calculated power at each level. Note that this

approach is different fromconducting apost-hocpower analysis,which

simply yields a transformation of the observed p-value and is therefore

not informative (see Hoenig & Heisey, 2001; Levine & Ensom, 2001).

This showed that the current design had 80% power (with α = 5%) to

detect an odds ratio of 1.36 for the effect of consensual judgments

and an odds ratio of 1.46 for the effect of idiosyncratic judgments. To

illustrate, this corresponds to a 7.63 percentage point increase in the

probability of trust for a one standard deviation increase in consen-

sual trustworthiness and to a 9.35 percentage point increase in the

probability of trust for a one standard deviation increase in idiosyn-

cratic trustworthiness. Thus, the current study was sufficiently pow-

ered to detect effects of trustworthiness perceptions of similar size to

those observed in previous studies (Jaeger, Evans, et al., 2019; Jaeger,

Oud, et al., 2020). Moreover, the current design had 80% power (with

α= 5%) to detect an odds ratio of 1.67 for the difference in effects (i.e.,

the interaction effect between trustworthiness judgment and type of

judgment). To illustrate, this effect size corresponds to a 88.11% dif-

ference when comparing the influence of consensual and idiosyncratic

trustworthiness judgments.

5.1.4 Analysis strategy

All analyses were conducted in R (R Core Team, 2021). Multilevel

regressionmodels with random intercepts per participant and per face

and random slopes for all predictors were estimated with the lme4

package (Bates et al., 2015) and the lmerTestpackage (Kuznetsova et al.,

2016).

5.2 Results

On average, participants trusted 55.49% of the time. Average trust-

worthiness ratings of the faces ranged, from 2.16 to 3.59 (M = 2.89,

SD = 0.44) on a seven-point scale and participants showed significant

consensus in their ratings, ICC(2, 1)= .138,p< .001, 95%CI [.087, .231].

Regressing trust decisions (0 = no trust, 1 = trust) on individ-

ual trustworthiness judgments revealed a positive effect, β = 0.873,

SE = 0.175, p < .001, OR = 2.39, 95% CI [1.59, 3.44]. A one standard

deviation increase in perceived trustworthiness was associated with a

17.93 percentage point increase in the probability of trust.

Next, I examined the extent to which this effect was driven by

the consensual versus idiosyncratic components by regressing trust

decisions on consensual trustworthiness judgments and idiosyncratic

trustworthiness judgments (see Figure 1). Consensual judgments sig-

nificantly predicted trust decisions, β = 0.572, SE = 0.106, p < .001,

OR = 1.77, 95% CI [1.42, 2.21]. A one standard deviation increase in

consensual trustworthiness was associated with a 10.94 percentage

F IGURE 1 The effects of consensual and idiosyncratic
trustworthiness judgments on trust decisions (Study 1). Values denote
the predicted probability of trust derived frommultilevel regression
models. Shaded areas represent 95% confidence intervals

point increase in the probability of trust. Idiosyncratic judgments also

predicted trust decisions, β = 0.504, SE = 0.141, p < .001, OR = 1.65,

95% CI [1.22, 2.20]. A one standard deviation increase in idiosyncratic

trustworthiness was associated with a 9.37 percentage point increase

in the probability of trust. I also examined potential differences in

the strength of the effects by regressing trust decisions on trustwor-

thiness judgments, judgment component (coded −0.5 for consensual

trustworthiness and 0.5 for idiosyncratic trustworthiness) and their

interaction term. This did not yield a significant interaction effect,

β= 0.190, SE= 0.187, p= .31,OR= 1.21, 95%CI [0.83, 1.78].

5.3 Discussion

In sum, results of Study 1 showed that both consensual and idiosyn-

cratic trustworthiness judgments independently predicted trust deci-

sions. The magnitude of the observed effects was very similar with no

significant difference in the strength of the two effects: A one standard

deviation increase in consensual and idiosyncratic trustworthinesswas

associated with an increase in the probability of trust by 10.9 percent-

age points and 9.5 percentage points, respectively. Thus, the current

results suggest that trustworthiness perceptions shared across per-

ceivers and trustworthiness perceptions that are idiosyncratic to a spe-

cific perceiver both independently explain whether a target is trusted.

6 STUDY 2

The goals of Study 2 were twofold. First, I aimed to replicate the find-

ings of Study 1 with participants from a different population. Second,
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1176 JAEGER ET AL.

I aimed to estimate the effects of consensual and idiosyncratic trust-

worthiness judgments more precisely. Even though Study 1 was suf-

ficiently powered to detect each individual effect, it was underpow-

ered to detect meaningful differences in the effects of consensual and

idiosyncratic trustworthiness judgments. In Study 2, I therefore anal-

ysed a substantially larger data set (13,920 trust decisions by 435

participants) with US American participants recruited from Amazon

Mechanical Turk.

6.1 Methods

6.1.1 Participants

For the original study (Jaeger et al., 2019, Study 3a–c), 1,298USAmer-

ican participants were recruited via Amazon Mechanical Turk for a

study on the influence of facial cues and incentives in social decision-

making. In the present study, I analysed data from 435 participants in

the ‘face-only’ condition (53.56% female,Mage = 35.54, SDage = 11.32),

who made a series of hypothetical trust decisions while seeing facial

photographs of their interaction partners. Participants received $1.50

in exchange for their participation.

6.1.2 Materials and procedure

Participants first learned the rules of the trust game and then played

a series of 32 rounds in the role of the trustor. Participants did not

receive feedback on their interaction partners’ behaviour. In each

round, participants saw a photo of their supposed interaction partner

next to the decision tree. The photos were taken from the Radboud

Faces Database (Langner et al., 2010). I selected 16 frontal photos

of Caucasian Dutch adults (eight males and eight females) with a for-

ward gaze. Similar to previous investigations (Evans& van deCalseyde,

2017), half of the selected faces displayed a neutral expression and

half a happy facial expression (i.e., they were smiling) in order to intro-

duce variance in the perceived trustworthiness of the faces. Partici-

pants interacted twice with each partner (for more information on the

experimental procedure, see Jaeger et al., 2019).

After indicating their trust decisions, participants saw each face

again and were asked to rate how trustworthy the person in the photo

is on a scale ranging from 0 (not trustworthy at all) to 100 (extremely

trustworthy). These ratings constituted participants’ individual judge-

ments. As in Study 1, a measure of consensual judgements was cre-

ated by averaging the ratings of all participants. A measure of idiosyn-

cratic trustworthiness judgements was created by regressing partici-

pants’ individual judgments on consensual judgments and extracting

the residuals, which represent the part of each participants’ judge-

ment that was not explained by consensually perceived trustworthi-

ness. Individual, consensual and idiosyncratic trustworthiness judg-

ments were z-standardized.

6.1.3 Sensitivity analysis

I conducted a sensitivity analysis using the simr package (Green &

Macleod, 2016) in R (R Core Team, 2021) to determine the smallest

effect size the current design was able to detect for the main effects

of interest. This showed that the current design had 80% power (with

α = 5%) to detect an odds ratio of 1.14 for the effect of consen-

sual judgments and an odds ratio of 1.12 for the effect of idiosyn-

cratic judgments. To illustrate, this corresponds to a 3.27 percentage

point increase in the probability of trust for a one standard devia-

tion increase in consensual trustworthiness and to a 2.83 percentage

point increase in the probability of trust for a one standard deviation

increase in idiosyncratic trustworthiness.Moreover, the current design

had 80% power (with α = 5%) to detect an odds ratio of 1.14 for the

difference in effects (i.e., the interaction effect between trustworthi-

ness judgment and type of judgment, consensual vs. idiosyncratic). To

illustrate, this effect size corresponds to a 30.32% difference in effects

when comparing the influence of consensual and idiosyncratic trust-

worthiness judgments.

6.1.4 Analysis strategy

I followed the same analysis strategy as in Study 1.

6.2 Results

Onaverage, participants trusted39.76%of the time.Average trustwor-

thiness ratings of the faces ranged from 40.66 to 72.11 (M = 55.50,

SD= 10.25) and participants showed significant consensus in their rat-

ings, ICC(2, 1)= .283, p< .001, 95%CI [.176, .487].

Regressing trust decisions (0 = no trust, 1 = trust) on individ-

ual trustworthiness judgments revealed a positive effect, β = 0.737,

SE = 0.059, p < .001, OR = 2.09, 95% CI [1.86, 2.34]. A one standard

deviation increase in perceived trustworthiness was associated with a

17.43 percentage point increase in the probability of trust.

Next, I examined the extent to which this effect was driven by

the consensual versus idiosyncratic components by regressing trust

decisions on consensual trustworthiness judgments and idiosyncratic

trustworthiness judgments (see Figure 2). Consensual judgments sig-

nificantly predicted trust decisions, β = 0.432, SE = 0.043, p < .001,

OR = 1.54, 95% CI [1.41, 1.69]. A one standard deviation increase in

consensual trustworthiness was associated with an 8.87 percentage

point increase in the probability of trust. Idiosyncratic judgments also

predicted trust decisions, β = 0.413, SE = 0.043, p < .001, OR = 1.51,

95% CI [1.40, 1.66]. A one standard deviation increase in idiosyncratic

trustworthinesswas associatedwith an8.71percentagepoint increase

in the probability of trust. I also examined potential differences in the

strength of the effects by regressing trust decisions on trustworthiness

judgments, judgment component (coded−0.5 for consensual trustwor-

thiness and 0.5 for idiosyncratic trustworthiness) and their interac-
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CONSENSUAL AND IDIOSYNCRATIC PERCEPTIONS 1177

F IGURE 2 The effects of consensual and idiosyncratic
trustworthiness judgments on the probability of trust (Study 2). Values
denote the predicted probability of trust derived frommultilevel
regressionmodels. Shaded areas represent 95% confidence intervals

tion term. This did not yield a significant interaction effect, β = 0.004,

SE= 0.046, p= .92,OR= 1.00, 95%CI [0.91, 1.10].

6.3 Discussion

Study 2 replicated the results of Study 1 in a larger and more diverse

sample of participants. Both consensual and idiosyncratic trustwor-

thiness judgments independently predicted trust decisions. The two

effects were very similar in size and the difference was not statisti-

cally significant. A one standard deviation increase in consensual and

idiosyncratic trustworthiness was associated with an increase in the

probability of trust by 8.9 percentage point and 8.7 percentage points,

respectively.

7 GENERAL DISCUSSION

People rely on the facial characteristics of strangers to decidewhom to

trust (Rezlescu et al., 2012; van ’t Wout & Sanfey, 2008). When form-

ing these judgments, peoplemay rely on facial features that are seen as

trustworthy by most people (e.g., resemblance to a smile), but also on

features that are only seen as trustworthy by a specific perceiver (e.g.,

resemblance to a loved one). In short, individual trustworthiness per-

ceptions reflect both consensual and idiosyncratic judgment compo-

nents (Hehman et al., 2019). Here, I examined towhat extent the effect

of trustworthiness perceptions on social decision-making is explained

by consensual versus idiosyncratic perceptions. Across two studies

(15,656 decisions made by 491 participants), I found that consensual

and idiosyncratic trustworthiness judgments independently predicted

decision-making. That is, trust decisions were driven by facial features

that were consensually seen as trustworthy across themajority of par-

ticipants and by facial features that were uniquely seen as trustwor-

thy by a given participant. These effects emerged when trust decisions

were fully incentivized (Study 1) or hypothetical (Study 2), when deci-

sions were made in the lab (Study 1) or online (Study 2), when viewing

facial photographs that were cropped to remove all non-facial features

(Study 1) or uncropped (Study 2) andwith Swiss students (Study 1) and

US American workers recruited from Amazon Mechanical Turk (Study

2). No significant differences in the effects of consensual and idiosyn-

cratic trustworthiness judgments were found.

7.1 Theoretical and methodological implications

The current results replicate prior work showing that people rely on

facial cues when deciding whom to trust (Charlesworth et al., 2019;

Jaeger, Evans, et al., 2019; Rezlescu et al., 2012; van ’t Wout & San-

fey, 2008). However, the current approach provides a crucial exten-

sion of prior work. In the majority of previous studies, facial trust-

worthiness was manipulated by exposing participants to faces that

had been rated as particularly trustworthy or untrustworthy by an

independent sample of raters (e.g., Ewing et al., 2014; Rezlescu et al.,

2012). In a similar vein, studies investigating effects of trustworthi-

ness perceptions on real-world outcomes have examined correlations

between average trustworthiness ratings and various outcomes, such

as court rulings or hiring decisions (Gomulya et al., 2017; Wilson &

Rule, 2015). By averaging trustworthiness judgments acrossmany per-

ceivers, these studies only examined effects of consensual trustworthi-

ness judgments while ignoring the potential influence of idiosyncratic

judgments. Results of the current study show that both consensual

and idiosyncratic judgments independently affect trust decisions. Thus,

previous studies have probably underestimated the overall effect of

trustworthiness perceptions by only focusing on their consensual com-

ponent.

It shouldbenoted that a sole focusonof consensual trustworthiness

judgments doesnot necessarily represent a crucial limitationof a study.

This depends on the focus of the study andwhich inferences are drawn

from the results. If the focus is on quantifying the extent to which the

facial appearance of individuals determines some outcome of interest,

then a design that only tests the effects of consensual trustworthiness

judgments is justified. For example, a researcher may be interested in

testing whether trustworthy-looking individuals are more popular in

a speed-dating event. As the goal is to estimate the likelihood that an

individual with a certain facial appearance will be chosen as a partner

(i.e., on average, will counterparts accept or reject a person?), focusing

on the effect of consensual trustworthiness judgments would be jus-

tified. That is, examining the relationship between consensual trust-

worthiness ratings of individuals and their probability of being selected

provides ameaningful answer to the research question.

However, if the focus is on quantifying the extent to which people

rely on the facial appearance of targets when making decisions, then a

design that only tests effects of consensual trustworthiness judgments
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may not provide a satisfying answer. For example, a researcher may be

interested in testing to what extent people rely on the facial trustwor-

thiness of partnerswhenmaking dating decisions. Here, a sole focus on

the effect of consensual judgments, while ignoring the potential influ-

ence of idiosyncratic judgments, will not provide a full answer to the

research question and will probably underestimate the overall effect

of trustworthiness judgments on individuals’ decisions. Thus, whether

researchers should consider both consensual and idiosyncratic judg-

ments ultimately depends on the inferential goal of the researcher.

Recent research by Hehman and colleagues (Hehman et al., 2017,

2019; Xie et al., 2019) has highlighted that there are systematic

differences in people’s trait perceptions. Building on these insights,

researchers have started to examine the antecedents of idiosyncratic

perceptions, showing, for example, how personal experiences of per-

ceivers shape their trustworthiness perceptions (FeldmanHall et al.,

2018; Sutherland et al., 2020). The current studies go beyond these

findings by examining the behavioural consequences of idiosyncratic

perceptions. The current studies also extend previous work on the

relative effects of consensual and idiosyncratic trustworthiness judg-

ments. Engell and colleagues (2007) examined the neural correlates of

trustworthiness perceptions and found a relationship between trust-

worthiness judgments and activation in the amygdala. However, this

pattern only emerged for consensual (but not idiosyncratic) trust-

worthiness judgements. In sum, the current results suggest that

researchers should pay more attention to idiosyncratic components of

perception.

7.2 Limitations and future directions

In the present studies, participants indicated their trustworthiness

judgments of all targets after interacting with them in the trust game.

It should be noted that the studies did not contain any ‘real’ interac-

tion: Participants indicated their trust decisions but did not receive

any feedback on whether their trust was reciprocated or betrayed.

This ensured that trustworthiness judgments were solely based on

targets’ facial appearance and not influenced by information on their

behaviour. It may be the case that participants were motivated to indi-

cate trustworthiness judgments that were consistent with their trust

decisions (e.g., rating a target as trustworthy because they trusted

them before). It is unlikely though that such carry-over effects can

fully account for the observed relationship between trustworthiness

judgments and decisions. In Study 2, participants were exposed to 31

images of different trustees, which were presented in different ran-

dom orders in the decision-making and rating phases of the study. It

is unlikely that participants would remember their decision for each

individualwhen providing the trustworthiness ratings.Moreover, stud-

ies thatmanipulated, rather thanmeasured, facial trustworthiness (and

were therefore not subject to potential carry-over effects) have consis-

tently yielded strong support for a relationship between perceptions

and behaviour (e.g., Jaeger, Oud, et al., 2020; Rezlescu et al., 2012).

Although it is unlikely that the current results are merely a result

of carry-over effects, it is possible that the relationship between

idiosyncratic judgments and behaviour was inflated as a consequence.

However, the current design may have also underestimated the effect

of idiosyncratic trustworthiness judgments. In line with previous work

(Engell et al., 2007), I operationalized idiosyncratic judgments as the

part of participants’ judgments that was not explained by the con-

sensual judgment across all participants (i.e., the residuals of a model

in which individual trustworthiness judgments are regressed on aver-

age trustworthiness judgments across participants). This measure also

includes error variance and is therefore more noisy (Hehman et al.,

2017), which may reduce the observed effect of idiosyncratic judg-

ments (Bakker & Lelkes, 2018). Future studies could average multiple

ratings of the same face by each rater to create a more reliable indica-

tor of idiosyncratic judgments (Martinez et al., 2020).Moreover, a time

lag between themeasurement of trust decisions and perceptions could

be introduced tominimize the potential role of carry-over effects.

Testing the generalizability of the current results is another impor-

tant avenue for future research. More work is needed to test whether

the current findings generalize to other samples of participants and

targets. People infer a wide variety of traits from a person’s facial fea-

tures and the extent to which these perceptions are consensual versus

idiosyncratic differs across traits (Hehman et al., 2017). For instance,

people showhigher levels of consensuswhen judging a person’s attrac-

tiveness (Hehman et al., 2017; Xie et al., 2019). Although the current

results revealed independent effects of consensual and idiosyncratic

trustworthiness judgments that did not differ significantly in magni-

tude, other patterns may emerge for different trait judgments.

In general, the level of consensus in judgments can provide insights

about the extent to which decisions will be driven by consensual and

idiosyncratic judgment components. If individuals showextremely high

levels of consensus and consensual judgments are associatedwithdeci-

sion outcomes, then we can expect the unique effect of idiosyncratic

judgments to be small. The unique effects of idiosyncratic and consen-

sual judgment components may also differ across different outcomes.

While the present studies yielded independent effects of both com-

ponents when examining trust decisions, Engell and colleagues (2007)

found that only consensual trustworthiness judgments were corre-

latedwith activation in the amygdala. Thus, more research is needed to

map the effects of idiosyncratic and consensual judgment components

across various outcomes and judgment dimensions.

8 CONCLUSION

Recent studies have shown that an individual’s trustworthiness per-

ception canbeunderstoodas consisting of a consensual judgment com-

ponent (i.e., an evaluation that is shared across perceivers) and an

idiosyncratic judgment component (i.e., an evaluation that is idiosyn-

cratic to the specific perceiver). Here, I demonstrated that con-

sensual and idiosyncratic trustworthiness perceptions independently

influence social decision-making. Individual trust decisions were pre-

dicted by both consensually and idiosyncratically perceived trustwor-

thiness. No significant differences were found in the magnitude of the

two effects. Thus, the current results highlight the need to consider
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both consensual and idiosyncratic judgments when studying the con-

sequences of trait perceptions.
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