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ABSTRACT

Judgments about people’s trustworthiness are made frequently and have important
real-life consequences. However, the accuracy of these judgments is debated. We
therefore systematically reviewed the current evidence for accurate trustworthiness
detection in the literature. The overall evidence for accuracy is rather mixed; although
we find only limited evidence for accurate trustworthiness detection from neutral
photographs, trustworthiness detection becomes more accurate when the rater and
targetinteract, when the target presentation resembles face-to-face contact, and when
the target presentations contain cues or signals about the target’s trustworthiness. We
also find that the current literature lacks an overarching research agenda, which leads
to a large heterogeneity in the extant studies’ operationalizations. We address some
of these operationalizations and suggest the following guidelines for future research:
Studies should engage in stronger theory building, experimentally test moderators,
strengthen generalizability by recruiting large target pools, and use appropriate
methods for the analysis of nonindependent data.
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There is a kernel of accuracy in trustworthiness
perceptions that is of broad and substantial
theoretical interest. (Bonnefon et al., 2017b, 24)

The modern models of visualizing first impressions
are mathematical maps of our appearance
stereotypes, not of reality. (Todorov, 2017, p. 268)

People automatically evaluate strangers’ trustworthiness
with little time and effort. As little as 34 milliseconds are
sufficient to form stable expectations of another person’s
trustworthiness (Todorov et al., 2009), and most people,
even young children (Cogsdill et al., 2014), exhibit at least
some shared stereotype on who appears trustworthy.
Importantly, these trustworthiness expectations
have real-life consequences; in comparison to their
trustworthy-appearing  counterparts, untrustworthy-
appearing individuals are remembered better (Rule et
al., 2012), receive harsher criminal penalties (Wilson &
Rule, 2015, 2016), and are more often excluded from
economic exchanges (Chang et al., 2010).

Progress has been made on the formation of
trustworthiness expectations, but the accuracy of these
expectations is still debated (Bonnefon et al., 2015;
Todorov, Funk, & Olivola, 2015; Wilson & Rule, 2017).
Resolving this debate is critical because agreement
about who appears trustworthy could serve as useful
or harmful, depending on the accuracy of these
expectations. Distrust might be warranted if the other
person were indeed untrustworthy. However, wrongfully
withheld trust because of another person’s appearance
would be worrisome. Similarly, trust is neither good
nor bad per se. Although trust is often a prerequisite
for fruitful cooperation, placing trust in another person
leaves oneself vulnerable to untrustworthy individuals.
To solve this dilemma of trust as a double-edged sword,
the most important task is knowing whom to trust.

Why has the debate on trustworthiness detection
accuracy not yet been settled? A major reason for
the ongoing debate is that the literature displays a
large heterogeneity in its underlying theories and
operationalizations, which leads to differences between
studiesinregardtoindependentvariables (e.g.,how target
individuals are presented), dependent variables (e.g.,
which types of trust and trustworthiness are measured),
and their correspondence (e.g., how detection accuracy
is defined). This prevents study results from being
meaningfully compared and also prevents adequate
quantitative analyses because the studies’ effect sizes
relate to different operationalizations. The debate cannot
yet be settled using quantitative approaches, but an
important first step is to advance the debate using more
narrative reviews. Therefore, this article systematically
reviews the current state of the literature and is
structured as follows: First, we discuss which studies
can meaningfully contribute to the question of accuracy

and outline our literature search. Second, we review the
overall evidence for accurate trustworthiness detection
and explore potential moderators. Third, we critically
address some of the current methodological and
conceptual operationalizations and suggest guidelines
for future research.

LITERATURE SEARCH

Overthelastdecade, anincreasingnumber of studies have
focused on the accuracy of trustworthiness impressions; a
quick search on Google Scholar reveals more than 15,000
hits. What exactly is meant by the term accuracy in these
studies, however, depends on the particular research
question at hand. An often-encountered definition
of accuracy, for example, is the consensus between
people about who appears trustworthy (e.g., Lambert
et al, 2014). Although these studies are illustrative of
how people form uniform trustworthiness impressions,
they are uninformative regarding the actual validity of
this consensus. We therefore developed three critical
requirements for studies to be included in our review.

WHICH STUDIES CAN MEANINGFULLY
ADVANCE THE DEBATE?
First, the studies included must investigate the direct
relationship between a trustor’s trust (or a trustor’s
expectation of a trustee’s trustworthiness) and the
trustee’s actual trustworthiness so that accuracy
could be defined as the correspondence between
these two measures. Studies that did not measure
their correspondence directly were not included in this
review. To provide an illustrative example, Stirrat and
Perrett (2010) showed that men’s facial width was
related to trustworthiness in an economic game and
that in a subsequent study, men with wider (compared
to narrower) faces were generally trusted less. These
findings suggest that people can accurately detect
trustworthiness via facial width, but the direct relationship
between trust and trustworthiness was never directly
established because the trustee’s actual trustworthiness
was measured only in the first but not the second study.
Second, the studies included must measure trust and
trustworthiness objectively. Trustworthiness detection is
oftenusedasacatchalltermfordetectingdifferentpositive
behaviors ranging from economic behavior to infidelity
to crime (Wilson & Rule, 2017). Regarding infidelity,
accuracy is usually defined as the correspondence
between a rater’s prediction of a behavior and targets’
self-reports that might or might not be honest (Foo et al.,
2019). For criminality, it is defined as the correspondence
between a rater’s general trustworthiness judgment of
a target and that target’s criminal record (Rule et al.,
2013). However, self-reported behavior and criminal
records are subject to personal or systemic biases that
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limit the criterion’s objectivity. In contrast, the studies
included in this review were required to measure trust
and trustworthiness behavior directly themselves using
economic games in the laboratory. In this way, the ‘gold
standard’ of comparing a rater’s prediction of a specific
behavior with that target’s actual behavior can be used
for accuracy (Funder, 2012). Moreover, economic games
offer the advantage that participants are often financially
motivated to accurately predict others’ trustworthiness,
and the rules of the games (including their anonymity)
make it comparatively acceptable to distrust (Bonnefon
etal,, 2017a).

Third, the studies included must distinguish the roles
of trustors and trustees and measure their behaviors
(or expectations) separately. Note that this requirement
excludes studies using cooperation games such as
prisoner’s dilemma (Luce & Raiffa, 1957). In the prisoner’s
dilemma, two actors decide simultaneously whether
to cooperate or defect. If both cooperate, they receive
payoffs larger than their original endowments. However,
cooperators risk receiving a ‘sucker’s payoff’ if their
interaction partner defects (who, in this case, receives
more compensation than that received for mutual
cooperation). In this setup, the roles of both actors are
interchangeable, and the actors’ actions are influenced
by trust and trustworthiness simultaneously. Actors may
defect because they are untrustworthy themselves but
also because they fear being exploited by their interaction
partner (Hayashi & Yosano, 2005). This confounding of
trust and trustworthiness is resolved in the trust game
(Berg et al., 1995). Here, a trustor first decides how much
of an original endowment to send to a trustee who may
then send back some of that (now increased) money.
Like in the prisoner's dilemma, both parties receive
larger payoffs if they cooperate. However, different from
the prisoner’s dilemma, only trustors but not trustees
decide under uncertainty so that the trustee’s behavior
is not motivated by a fear of exploitation. Thus, the trust
game creates different roles for trustors and trustees
and conceptually separates their behavior into undiluted
measures of trust and trustworthiness (Snijders & Keren,
1999). Thisis also true for structurally similar games, such
astherely-or-verify game (Levine & Schweitzer, 2015), the
hidden action game (Charness & Dufwenberg, 2006) or
the game of enthronement (Kiyonari & Yamagishi, 1999).
The rely-or-verify game measures integrity-based trust
by having trustors either rely on (trust) or verify (distrust)
a trustee’s statement. The hidden action game ensures
the participants’ anonymity by including a random
component that reverses the participants’ decisions in
a small number of cases. The game of enthronement
involves a binary trust decision (e.g., to keep or send 500
yen) and a continuous trustworthiness decision (e.g.,
how much of a resulting 900 yen to distribute between
trustor and trustee). For the sake of simplicity, we will
refer to all of these games as trust games.

Taken together, we required the studies reviewed to
objectively investigate the direct relationship between
a trustor’s trust (or the expectation of a trustee’s
trustworthiness) and the trustee’s actual trustworthiness
using trust games.

IDENTIFICATION OF STUDIES

Systematic reviews should include all relevant published
and unpublished works to limit bias toward studies with
significant findings (Siddaway et al., 2019). We therefore
used a variety of databases in our literature search. First,
we searched the Web of Science database for published
articles that included the terms ‘trustworthiness’ or
‘trust’ or ‘cooperation’ in the title and ‘detection’ or
‘accuracy’ or ‘ratings’ or ‘judgment’ in the text. This
resulted in a total of 2,455 articles, which we scanned
for our inclusion requirements. Altogether, 105 articles
remained after the initial screening. Second, we searched
for (yet) unpublished manuscripts and dissertations
using the databases of the Social Science Research
Network (SSRN), EconPapers, PsyArXiv, and ProQuest
using the search terms ‘trustworthiness’ or ‘trust’ or
‘cooperation’ and ‘detection’ or ‘accuracy’ or ‘ratings’
or ‘judgment.” The resulting 3,215 manuscripts were
scanned for our inclusion requirements, leading to a total
of 64 manuscripts after the initial screening. Third, we
searched the reference lists of all thus far included articles
for additional manuscripts on the topic to ensure that no
papers were missed. This produced additional 35 articles.
Next, we assessed all 204 published and unpublished
articles on a full-text basis for our inclusion criteria. At
this stage, only articles that objectively measured the
direct relationship between trust and trustworthiness
using trust games remained in the literature pool. This
resulted in a grand total of 19 research articles (excluding
3 reviews or opinion articles), providing 38 individual
study conditions (see Table 1 for an overview).

EVIDENCE FOR ACCURATE
TRUSTWORTHINESS DETECTION

What evidence for accurate trustworthiness detection could
we find among the research articles? Overall, the evidence
was rather mixed; across all 38 study conditions, 16 study
conditions reported accurate trustworthiness detection,
whereas 22 study conditions did not. Although simple vote-
counting measures should not be overinterpreted (Bushman
& Wang, 1994), the fact that less than half of all the study
conditions found accurate trustworthiness detection
suggests that it is, at the very least, a noisy endeavor. It is
also worth mentioning that the number of nonsignificant
findings might be underreported due to publication bias:
None of the four (yet) unpublished study conditions reported
better than chance accuracy, and it is not unlikely that
similar studies ended up in the file drawer (Rosenthal, 1979).
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POTENTIAL MODERATORS OF
TRUSTWORTHINESS DETECTION ACCURACY
Althoughtheoverallevidenceforaccurate trustworthiness
detectionis weak, thisis not surprising for a task as diverse
and complex as trustworthiness detection. Rather than
drawing a conclusion on the accuracy of trustworthiness
detection in general, the main task of this review is
to identify under which conditions trustworthiness
detection appears to be accurate and under which it
does not. As we will illustrate, the literature is filled with
a wide variety of studies from behavioral economics
to facial symmetry research. This diversity allows us to
compare trustworthiness detection accuracy across
different settings and identify potential moderators of
accuracy. However, the studies’ diversity with respect to
both dependent and independent variables also make a
quantitative analysis of moderators using effect sizes of
little use. We will therefore draw qualitative conclusions
and focus only on the most notable dimensions on which
studies differed. We will illustrate these dimensions with
examples of the studies found in the literature, thereby
giving some insight into each individual study included
in this review. We will structure the differences alongside
three broad categories, focusing on the following.

Differences in general:

1. Do the rater and target interact?
2. Is general or specific trustworthiness measured?
3. Is cognitive or behavioral trust measured?

Differences concerning targets:

4. When are the targets recorded?

5. How are the targets presented?

6. Are the targets incentivized to appear trustworthy?
7. Are the targets instructed how to act?

Differences concerning raters:

8. When do the raters see the targets?
9. Are the raters incentivized to provide an accurate
judgement?

1. Do the Rater and Target Interact? Studies on
trustworthiness detection differ in the degree to which
there is interaction between the rater and the target.
Some studies build on findings from the cooperation
detection literature that suggest detection accuracy is
improved by personal interaction (DeSteno et al., 2012;
Frank et al., 1993; Sparks et al., 2016). In one of these
studies, Schilke and Huang (2018) directly investigated
the influence of acquaintanceship on trustworthiness
detection accuracy by comparing two interpersonal
contact conditions. Before receiving information about
an upcoming trust game, participants received the

name of their future interaction partner and were either
given the chance to briefly interact with that person or
not. Then, the participants were introduced to the trust
game and privately made their decisions regarding their
partner. The results indicated that the accuracy results
were significantly higher in the contact condition than
in the no-contact condition. This effect was extended
in another experiment with four conditions in which the
level of interpersonal contact varied. The participants
either received their partner’'s name or photograph or
interacted with their partner via a short phone call or
face-to-face conversation before receiving information
about and playing the trust game. Again, the accuracy
results improved with interpersonal contact; although
the accuracy was above chance in the phone and face-
to-face conditions, it was only at chance levels under
the name and photograph conditions. These findings
suggest that even short interactions of up to five
minutes enable people to accurately predict another
person’s trustworthiness toward them. Interestingly,
trustworthiness detection was accurate even though the
participants had not been informed about the upcoming
game and did not know what to look for when becoming
acquainted with their partner.

Studies without rater-target interactions, in contrast,
test whether trustworthiness is a stable feature that is
detectable by outside observers. Some of these studies
build on the idea that trustworthiness can be objectively
measured via facial width (Stirrat & Perrett, 2010) and
assume that a person’s trustworthiness can be detected
from viewing neutral photographs. In one of these
studies, Bonnefon et al. (2013) asked participants to
evaluate the trustworthiness of targets based on neutral
black-and-white pictures of their faces. These pictures
had been extracted and cropped to size from videos
of a previous study in which the targets had played an
anonymous trust game in the role of the trustee. Three
interesting results emerged: First, raters accurately
predicted the targets’ trustworthiness from the pictures
alone. Second, this detection accuracy was independent
of general intelligence or cognitive load, suggesting that
trustworthiness detection might be a modular process.
Third, external features decreased accuracy in that
accuracy was only at chance level when the raters were
given the target pictures in an unedited color version
that included the targets’ hairstyles and clothes; but see
Jaeger et al. (2020) for opposing findings.

Did we find an overall trend across studies whether
rater-target interaction improves accuracy? Yes, we
did. Five of the 6 interactive study conditions reported
accurate trustworthiness detection, whereas only 11 of
the 32 noninteractive study conditions did so. Moreover,
the fact that the study by Schilke and Huang (2018) was
the only study that experimentally tested the moderating
effect of personal interaction on accuracy within the
same study design emphasizes this overall trend. This



Siuda et al. International Review of Social Psychology DOI: 10.5334/irsp.623 7

speaks against the idea that trustworthiness is a stable
and easily observable trait and stresses the importance
of personal interaction for detection accuracy.

2. Is General or Specific Trustworthiness Measured?
Although rarely given much attention, a possible
moderator of accuracy could be the type of
trustworthiness being measured. Trustworthiness can
be defined as a target’s general trustworthiness (e.qg.,
how a target behaves toward others in general) or as
a target’s specific trustworthiness (e.g., how a target
behaves toward a specific person), and it is unclear a
priori whether both types lead to the same accuracy.
It might be, for example, that a person’s specific
trustworthiness toward oneself is easier to predict than
that person’s general trustworthiness because one
can take the specific relationship with that person into
account. The study by De Neys et al. (2017) is an example
of general trustworthiness detection. The raters in this
study based their trust decisions on a subset of the same
edited pictures previously used by Bonnefon et al. (2013)
in which targets had played an anonymous trust game
in which they neither knew nor saw their interaction
partner. The results supported the original findings from
Bonnefon et al. (2013) and further showed that the
detection accuracy was also above chance level when the
pictures were presented for as little as 100 milliseconds.
Interestingly, however, the results were reversed when
the pictures were only presented for 33 milliseconds; here,
the participants trusted trustworthy targets significantly
less than untrustworthy targets. Although this result can
partly be explained by the fact that participants might
have felt awkward assessing targets after an expose
time at the brink of their conscious perception threshold,
it nevertheless suggests that the overall detection effect
is not very robust.

An example of a study on specific trustworthiness is
that by Binzel and Fehr (2013). The researchers recruited
pairs of friends from a Cairene slum and asked them
to play a version of the trust game with each other, in
which a random component insured the anonymity of
each person’s decision. Here, the participants could not
accurately detect the trustworthiness of their friends.
One potential explanation for the null finding could be
the study’s special setting in an Egyptian slum, in which
inhabitants might more strongly rely on assurances
than trust and therefore be less polished in assessing
trustworthiness (see Yamagishi, 2011).

We take a look at the overall trend across studies, and
30 study conditions investigated general trustworthiness,
of which 12 were significant, whereas 8 study conditions
investigated specific trustworthiness, of which 4 were
significant. Thus, although in theory it might be easier
to predict a person’s specific trustworthiness toward
oneself than that person’s general trustworthiness, we
do not find clear evidence that supports this idea.

3. Is Cognitive or Behavioral Trust Measured? Another
potential moderator could be the type of trust being
measured. The extant studies differ in regard to
whether trust is measured via cognitive judgments of
trustworthiness (cognitive trust) or via actual behavior
in the trust game (behavioral trust). This distinction is
important because trust rates on the cognitive level and
on the behavioral level differ; although cognitive trust is
guided by rather cynical views of trustees (Dunning et
al., 2019), trust behavior is often guided by normative
principles to respect trustees’ moral character (Dunning
et al,, 2014). It is not unlikely that these differences may
also lead to differences in accuracy.

As an example of cognitive trust, Okubo et al. (2018)
presented raters with target pictures and asked them to
rate each target’s trustworthiness on a seven-point scale.
In these pictures, targets were photographed slightly
from the right- and left-hand sides with posed happy and
angry expressions before completing several trust games.
The results indicated that the cognitive trust ratings were
accurate for angry faces viewed from the right side but
inaccurate for the other three combinations. In contrast,
De Neys et al. (2015) investigated the accuracy of actual
trust behavior. Raters were shown a subset of the same
edited target pictures used by Bonnefon et al. (2013) and
asked to play a trust game with each target. The results
replicated the above chance accuracy and showed that
the result held true for raters as young as 13 years of age.

Different again, Jaeger et al. (2020) investigated the
accuracy of both cognitive and behavioral trust. Raters
saw photographs of targets who had already made
their trust game decisions and indicated whether they
wanted to send money to each target (behavioral trust)
and how much money they expected back from each
target (cognitive trust). Here, there was no significant
relationship between the targets’ trustworthiness and
the raters’ cognitive or behavioral trust. Moreover, this
null result was independent of whether full-sized or
cropped versions of target photographs were used.

Overall, 22 study conditions tested accuracy via
cognitive trust, of which 6 were significant, whereas 16
study conditions tested accuracy via behavioral trust,
of which 10 were significant. This pattern seems to
suggest that trust behavior might be more accurate than
cognitive trust, which would echo previous findings from
anonymous trust games (Fetchenhauer & Dunning, 2009).
However, also note that the study by Jaeger et al. (2020)
allowed us to directly test the accuracy for both types of
trust and found no disparity in regard to accuracy.

4. When are the Targets Recorded? Following the
discussion of more general differences, we now turn
to the differences between the studies in regard to the
targets. One potential moderator of trustworthiness
detection might be timing of when targets are recorded.
Depending on when they are recorded, targets might
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voluntarily or involuntarily exhibit emotional cues during
their decision-making process (Verplaetse et al., 2007) or
show emotional residuesin their faces shortly after having
made their decisions (Albohn & Adams, 2020). Verplaetse
and Vanneste (2010) investigated this question by having
raters observe targets during their trust game decisions.
The targets were filmed so that short videos taken at
the moment of their trustee decision could be shown
to the raters who then predicted which target had sent
money back. Here, the trustworthiness detection results
were accurate, which suggests that viewing people’s
emotional reactions during their decision-making
process could indeed improve accuracy.

A different timing was used in the study by Ask et
al. (2020), who videorecorded targets expressing why
they could be trusted after they had already made their
trustworthiness decision. Viewing these videos, the raters
were unable to distinguish (un)trustworthy targets. Thus,
untrustworthy individuals might be able to mask their
intentions if given adequate time to emotionally distance
themselves from the decision. Interesting in this regard
is also the study by Okubo et al. (2012) in which male
targets completed a series of trust games before having
their pictures taken with posed happy and angry facial
expressions. Raters then saw a subset of these pictures
and rated each target’s trustworthiness. The results
indicated that the trustworthiness detection results
were only accurate for angry but not happy expressions.
Although speculative, happy expressions might, thus,
be better suited to conceal one’s trustworthy intentions
than angry expressions.

The general trend across studies supports the idea
that raters make inaccurate judgements when targets
have already made their decisions; only 1 of 10 study
conditions reported accurate trustworthiness detection
in this case. However, accuracy might improve when
the targets are unaware of the upcoming game or when
targets are aware of the game but have not yet made
their decisions. Here, 5 of 11 and 9 of 15 study conditions
reported accurate trustworthiness detection results,
respectively. It also seems possible that observing targets’
emotional reactions during their decision could lead to
accurate trustworthiness detection. However, additional
studies are needed for any substantial conclusion since
only two study conditions, of which one was significant,
have tested this idea so far.

5. How Are the Targets Presented? The most obvious
dimension on which studies differ is how many (and
which) target cues are observable for raters. On the one
side of the spectrum, raters are given access to numerous
cues when observing targets face-to-face. Although
these studies are closely related to the interactive studies
discussed earlier, face-to-face type studies do not
necessarily involve rater-target interactions. In a study
by Snijders and Keren (2001), the participants sat in

opposing rows and privately played trust games with each
opposing participant, with whom they had no previous
interaction. They were also asked to privately predict
each other’s trustworthiness. Limited to information
based on physical appearance, the participants were
unable to accurately detect each other’s trustworthiness.

Fewer target cues are available in the studies that
present targets via video or picture. Here, the raters
usually predict the trustworthiness of targets who are
recorded before, during or after a trust game. Zylbersztejn
et al. (2020) tested trustworthiness detection accuracy
across three conditions. First, before knowing about the
upcoming trust game, the targets were photographed
with a neutral expression and videorecorded reading
a neutral text. Afterward, the targets learned about
the upcoming trust game and were given the chance
to deliver a video-recorded statement to potential
trustors about why they could be trusted. For the critical
trustworthiness detectiontask, another set of participants
was recruited as raters; the raters were presented the
neutral pictures, neutral videos, or strategic videos and
asked to predict the behavior of each target. The results
indicated that trustworthiness detection was accurate
only for the strategic videos but not the neutral videos
or photographs. One reason for the improved accuracy
in the strategic condition seemed to be that the raters
accurately detected strategic signals (e.g., promises to
be trustworthy) sent by the trustworthy targets.

Finally, at the other end of the spectrum, some
studies limit the observable cues to the voices of the
targets. Schild et al. (2020) tested trustworthiness
detection accuracy via men’s voice pitch. The targets
played an anonymous trust game, and their voices were
recorded while reading a pre-established text. The raters
then listened to these recordings and predicted each
target’s trustworthiness. A lower voice pitch was linked
to higher perceived trustworthiness but was unrelated
to the targets’ actual trustworthiness so that the overall
detection accuracy was not better than chance.

Does the access to richer target cues improve
trustworthiness detection accuracy? Overall, four of the
six study conditions in which the targets engaged in face-
to-face interactions reported accurate trustworthiness
detection results. Conversely, only 1 of 3 and 10 of 25
study conditions reported accurate trustworthiness
detection for videos or pictures, respectively. Moreover,
the accuracy results were above chance for one of the
two study conditions if the targets were presented
auditorily. Providing raters with more and richer target
cues, thus, might indeed be a key to more accurate
trustworthiness detection.

6. Are the Targets Incentivized to Appear Trustworthy?
Another difference between the studies that might
moderate the trustworthiness detection accuracy is
whether the targets had financial incentives to appear
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trustworthy. We categorized the study conditions
as providing an incentive if the targets knew that
their recordings would later be used to predict
their trustworthiness and if those predictions had
consequences for their own trust game payoffs.

An example is the study by Ask et al. (2020), in which
the targets tried to convince the potential trustors of
their trustworthiness via video messages. As already
mentioned, the raters were unable to accurately detect
the targets’ actual trustworthiness. However, there are
also studies in which the trustworthiness detection
was accurate for targets who had financial incentives.
De Neys et al. (2013) used a subset of the same edited
target pictures as Bonnefon et al. (2013), which featured
targets trying to convince potential trustors of their
trustworthiness. Upon viewing these pictures, the raters
accurately distinguished (un)trustworthy targets.

In contrast to the two studies above, Dilger et al.
(2017) did not financially incentivize targets to appear
trustworthy. Here, the targets had already played a trust
game with an anonymous interaction partner and knew
they would be paid according to this trust game before
having their pictures taken. Only later were the pictures
shown to raters who were unable to accurately predict
the targets’ trustworthiness. Similar studies, however,
found accurate trustworthiness detection results. As in
the previous study, the targets in the study by Verplaetse
and Vanneste (2010) knew their trust game partner
would not see their recordings and thus had no financial
incentive to appear trustworthy. However, unlike in the
previous study, the raters were able to accurately predict
the targets’ trustworthiness.

One argument for the incentivization of targets is
that untrustworthy targets might invest energy into
appearing trustworthy only if given financial incentives
to do so. As a result, trustworthiness detection should
be less accurate when targets are incentivized to appear
trustworthy. Did we find evidence in support of this
argument? No. There was no clear difference in the ratio
of significant study conditions between studies with (9 of
21 significant conditions) or without (7 of 17 significant
conditions) target incentivization. This suggests that
giving targets financial incentives to appear trustworthy
is not as critical as often assumed.

7. Are the Targets Instructed how to Act? Another
potential moderator could be whether targets were
instructed how to act while they were being recorded.
Studies vary in this regard mainly because of differing
assumptions about trustworthiness detection. The
studiesthatdonotrestrict the targets’ appearance usually
assume that trustworthiness detection is dependent on
situational cues or signals. An example is the study by
Hayashi and Yosano (2005), in which participants could
get acquainted with each other in a 30-minute-long
group discussion before they were informed about the

upcoming trust game. The participants privately indicated
their behavior toward one of their group members (who
had yet to be randomly decided) and then rated the
trustworthiness of each group member. The results
indicated that the participants’ actual trustworthiness
in the game was significantly correlated with the group
members’ aggregated trustworthiness ratings.

In contrast, the studies that specifically instruct targets
to act neutrally in their recordings test the assumption
that trustworthiness is a stable feature of a person that
can be detected from a neutral appearance. In one of
these studies, Efferson and Vogt (2013) photographed
male targets with neutral expressions after they had
played a version of the trust game that allowed them to
send back money even when they had not been trusted.
Later, the raters were presented with these neutral
target photos alongside the information on whether
each target had been trusted by their trustor. Overall,
the raters’ trustworthiness predictions and targets’
actual back transfer rates were significantly associated.
However, analyses revealed that this association was
fully mediated by the information on whether a target
had been trusted in the trust game. In fact, relying on the
neutral targets photos decreased the overall detection
accuracy for a number of raters. This once more speaks
against the notion that trustworthiness detection is
accurate after viewing neutral faces.

Another set of studies instructs targets to make
specific emotional expressions when posing for their
photographs. These studies assume that trustworthiness
can be masked by posed emotional expressions. In the
aforementioned study by Okubo et al. (2012), targets
were instructed to feign happy and angry expressions
when posing for their photographs. As reported, the
raters accurately predicted target trustworthiness for
angry but not for happy expressions, indicating that
trustworthiness detection may be more accurate for
some emotional expressions than others.

Across studies, trustworthiness detection was
accurate in comparably few studies when targets had
been instructed to act neutrally (6 of 19 significant
conditions) or emotionally (3 of 7 significant conditions).
In contrast, 7 of 12 study conditions reported accurate
trustworthiness detection results when targets had not
been instructed on how to act. A potential explanation
for the slightly more frequent significant results might
be that the targets’ natural facial expressions provide
valuable cues for trustworthiness detection and that
limiting access to these cues consequently decreases
accuracy. However, we stress that this is just one of many
possible interpretations that need to be systematically
tested before any serious conclusions can be drawn.

8. When Do the Raters See the Targets? After discussing
different operationalizations on the target side, we now
turn to the differences between the studies on the rater
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side. An important difference between studies is whether
raters see targets before or after they know about their
upcoming detection task. Why is this important? Again,
the different operationalizations result from opposing
assumptions about what constitutes trustworthiness
detection in the real world. On the one hand, people
frequently enter trust situations knowingly (e.g., when
buying a used car) in which they can strategically look
for trustworthiness cues or signals shown by their
interaction partner. An example of a study considering
these dynamics is the study by Eckel and Petrie (2011).
The participants were photographed and then played
trust games in which they either saw photographs of their
interaction partners free of cost or had the opportunity
to buy them. The results showed that participants were
willing to pay at least some money for target pictures but
were unable to use them to their advantage.

On the other hand, there are many social situations in
which people need to assess trustworthiness from past
observations. A new neighbor might, for example, ask to
borrow an expensive tool, and their trustworthiness can be
evaluated only based on previous small talk. An example
of a study investigating this type of trustworthiness
detection is the aforementioned study by Hayashi and
Yosano (2005) in which the participants formed accurate
expectations of their group members’ trustworthiness
even before knowing about the upcoming detection task.

Did the ratio of significant studies vary depending on
whether the raters knew about the upcoming detection
task? Taken together, 11 of 31 study conditions with
informed raters reported accurate trustworthiness
detection results, whereas 5 of 7 study conditions with
naive raters reported accurate trustworthiness detection
results. This pattern might be viewed as evidence for the
rather counterintuitive conclusion that people who are
naive about an upcoming trustworthiness detection task
achieve higher accuracy than people who are consciously
looking for potential cues or signals of trustworthiness.
However, we caution against any overinterpretation,
as the pattern could simply be because the ratio of
interactive studies is higher with naive raters than
informed raters.

9. Are the Raters Incentivized to Be Accurate? All else
being equal, it could be assumed that financial incentives
motivate raters to be more accurate with their predictions.
Did rater incentivization moderate accuracy across
studies? The study by Bonnefon et al. (2013) offers an
opportunity to test this idea. Although the raters in most
study conditions were paid according to one randomly
chosen trust game they played, the raters in another
condition rated trustworthiness on a seven-point scale
without financial incentives for accurate judgements.
Whereas trustworthiness detection was accurate in two
of the three incentivized conditions, it was inaccurate in
the unincentivized condition.

However, this does not indicate that trustworthiness
detection is accurate only when raters are incentivized.
Okubo et al. (2017) photographed targets who were
instructed to appear as trustworthy as possible before
having them play a series of trust games. Raters later
viewed these photographs and rated the targets’
trustworthiness on a seven-point scale. Even though
the raters had no incentives to provide accurate ratings,
trustworthy targets were rated as more trustworthy than
untrustworthy targets.

Overall, we found no clear trend to support the idea
that providing raters with financial incentives increased
accuracy: 11 of 25 study conditions with financial
incentives reported accurate trustworthiness detection
results, compared to 5 of 13 study conditions without
financial incentives.

SUMMARY OF POTENTIAL MODERATORS

Acrossthestudiesreportedinthisreview, threemoderators
emerged that appear to moderate trustworthiness
detection accuracy. First, study conditions with rater-
target interaction reported accurate trustworthiness
detection more often than conditions without such an
interaction. Importantly, this general trend across studies
was also found in the study by Schilke and Huang (2018),
which experimentally tested rater-target interaction
within its study design. Thus, personal contact with
another person may lead to accurate perceptions of that
person’s trustworthiness which would mirror the results
of previous cooperation detection studies on the utility of
strategic contact (Frank et al., 1993; Sparks et al., 2016).

Second, study conditions that included rich target
cues more often reported accurate trustworthiness
detection than conditions with limited target cues. Thus,
increasing the richness of target cues (e.g., by observing
another person face-to-face) may lead to more accurate
trustworthiness detection results. In contrast, we
found only mixed evidence for accuracy in information-
poor contexts. For example, the evidence for accurate
trustworthiness detection from neutral faces was limited
to studies using the target pool created by Bonnefon et
al. (2013), with some studies even using only a subset
of the previously most diagnostic faces (e.g., De Neys et
al,, 2015).

Third, trustworthiness detection was more often
accurate when strategically relevant content was
observable, either because targets were not limited in
how to act or because they were recorded just before or
during their trust game. Thus, trustworthiness detection
appears more accurate when raters have access to
situational cues like the targets’ emotional expressions.
In contrast, accuracy was lowest when targets were
recorded after their decisions or when situational cues
were masked by specificinstructions (e.g., on how to pose
for a picture). This is consistent with person perception
theories pointing to ‘good information’ (both in terms of
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quality and quantity) as a main moderator of accuracy
(Funder, 1995) and the idea that trustworthiness
detection ‘depends on the ‘bandwidth’ of the signaling
stage of the game’ (Bacharach & Gambetta, 2001,
p.172) because face-to-face encounters offer more
opportunity to signal and detect trustworthiness than
less information-laden exchanges.

The picture was less clear for the other potential
moderators. The best case for an additional moderator
could be made for the type of trust being measured as
trustworthiness detection was more often accurate
for behavioral than cognitive trust. The evidence is not
clear-cut, however, because the results from Jaeger
et al. (2020) did not find this trend within their study.
Thus, future studies are needed to clearly disentangle
the moderating impact of how trust is measured. All
other potential moderators, although theoretically
relevant, did not appear to independently influence the
trustworthiness detection results. For example, although
raters appeared to be more accurate when observing
targets before as opposed to after being informed about
the upcoming detection task, this difference could
likely be because only the conditions with rater-target
interaction involved naive raters.

TOWARD UNIFIED RESEARCH ON
TRUSTWORTHINESS DETECTION

After summarizing the current evidence under which
conditions trustworthiness detection appears to be
accurate, we now turn to a more overarching issue.
During our literature review, we discovered that studies
strongly varied in their methodological and conceptual
designs. In an ideal world, this diversity would have
enabled us to compare accuracy across a rich field of
different situations and identify potential moderators. In
the real world, however, the absence of similar research
methods (e.g., how accuracy is defined and analyzed)
made it difficult to meaningfully compare the findings
across studies. Part of the problem, we believe, is that
the field lacks a unified research agenda with common
research practices. We therefore decided to address
some of the current methodological and conceptual
practices and offer suggestions regarding how to
improve the comparability of future research and open
up the possibility of more quantitative analyses in the
future.

METHODOLOGICAL DESIGNS OF STUDIES

There are three methodological practices that most
prevent results from being comparable across studies.
First, the studies use different and sometimes misleading
definitions of accuracy. Approximately half of all the
study conditions regress trustworthiness ratings (or trust
behavior) on the targets’ trustworthiness, but there are

some departures from this procedure. Schilke and Huang
(2018), for example, coded ratings as 1 if rater trust and
target trustworthiness corresponded and O otherwise,
and they compared these scores across conditions. This
procedure might be problematic, however, because the
participants’ overall trust and trustworthiness rates also
differed across conditions. Note that the trust games in
this study were not played under anonymity, and the
participants might have felt a stronger obligation to both
trust and be trustworthy in conditions with more intensive
interpersonal contact. As a result, higher accuracy in
more interactive conditions could simply be due to
different base rates and not because raters in interactive
conditions more successfully detected untrustworthy
targetsthaninthelessinteractive conditions. To show this
quantitatively, by simply trusting everyone, participants
would have reached 89% accuracy in the face-to-face
condition but only 54% accuracy in the no-contact
condition. We therefore suggest that all future studies
follow the analysis strategy that has already been most
commonly used of regressing trustworthiness ratings (or
trust behavior) on the targets’ actual trustworthiness.
Second, some studies use improper methods to
analyze nonindependent data. Many study designs
generate multiple trustworthiness ratings for each rater,
leading to data clustering, that is, an underestimation
of standard errors and an increase in type I errors if
left unaccounted (Hox et al,, 2017). In particular, older
studies suffer from a lack of corresponding data analysis
because adequate methods were not as widespread
as those available currently. For example, Hayashi and
Yosano (2005) collected up to five ratings from every
participant and analyzed these data using traditional test
statistics. This approach does not meet current practice
standards because it can lead to an overestimation
of the true relationship between predicted and actual
trustworthiness. Instead, we recommend the use of
mixed-effect models to analyze nonindependent data.
Over the last few years, these models have emerged as
a useful method of analysis, and the R package Ime4
(Bates et al., 2015) has been most widely adopted.
Third, some studies aggregate ratings over raters
or over targets before testing for accuracy. In the first
procedure, ratings are aggregated for each target so
that a target’s actual trustworthiness can be compared
to the average predicted trustworthiness of that target
(e.g., Dilger et al, 2017). Although this procedure
provides results regarding the detection accuracy of
groups as a whole, it systematically overestimates
trustworthiness detection accuracy at the individual
level because idiosyncratic rater biases are evened out
(Efferson & Vogt, 2013). Moreover, the results of such
analyses may not replicate when other raters are used
(Judd et al,, 2012). In the second method, ratings are
aggregated for each rater so that a rater’s average rating
of trustworthy targets can be compared with that rater’s
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average rating of untrustworthy targets (e.g., Okubo et
al., 2017). This procedure creates accurate estimates
of the differences between (un)trustworthy targets but
limits the generalizability of these differences to the
targets used in the experiment. As the goal is usually to
generalize results to the general population, aggregating
over targets should therefore be avoided (Judd et al,,
2012). We therefore advise against aggregating ratings
and encourage future studies to deal with the resulting
nonindependence of data by using appropriate mixed-
effect models.

CONCEPTUAL DESIGNS OF STUDIES

Apart from methodological issues, some conceptual
procedures also need to be addressed. First, some studies
test trustworthiness detection with nonrepresentative
subsets of targets in which the ratio of (un)trustworthy
targets is either artificially set to 50:50 or equally
distributed between genders. Although this creates a
clean benchmark for measuring better than chance
accuracy, it impairs the external validity of the results
if trustworthiness is not also set at this very specific
ratio in the real world (Todorov, Funk, & Olivola, 2015).
Moreover, conducting studies in the vacuum of balanced
trustworthiness ratios could lead to an artificial increase
in the detection accuracy because base rates do not
have to be considered (Olivola & Todorov, 2010). To
investigate the accuracy of trustworthiness detection
that is translatable to the real world, we therefore advise
against altering the true prevalence of (un)trustworthy
targets.

Second, some studies provide low generalizability by
using the same pool of target pictures for a multitude
of studies. Because people largely agree on who appears
trustworthy (Todorov, Olivola, et al., 2015), it is not
surprising that accurate trustworthiness detection in
an initial study is repeated in subsequent studies. This is
even less surprising when considering that subsequent
studies often used subsets of the previously most
diagnostic pictures. Given the relatively small target
pools of 12-60 individuals, only a few easy-to-recognize
targets would be sufficient for the small but better-than-
chance detection accuracy that is usually found. The
selection of stimuli persons is particularly critical because
it affects all subsequent studies using the material from
Bonnefon et al. (2013). As these studies make up a
significant portion of the literature, the conclusion of any
review (including meta-analyses) will likely be biased by
this deliberatively selected stimulus set. We therefore
strongly recommend recruiting new target persons for
each study on trustworthiness detection. Moreover, the
recruitment of new target persons should be done in
an adequate quantity. It might be tempting to create
statistical power by recruiting large (online) samples of
raters who rate the trustworthiness of comparably few
targets. However, increasing the sample size of raters is

not very helpful because people generally agree about
who appears trustworthy, and adding further raters
only consolidates the same overall findings. Instead,
generalizability and construct validity can be improved
by increasing the sample size of targets because it
decreases outlier effects from particularly easy (or
difficult) to detect targets (Wells & Windschitl, 1999).

Third, many studies test trustworthiness detection
in settings with limited ecological validity, for example,
by only providing raters with neutral target pictures.
Although previous research suggests that trustworthiness
detection could be accurate in ecologically valid settings,
for example, after interpersonal contact (Frank et al.,
1993) or among acquainted participants (Funder &
Colvin, 1988; Paulhus & Bruce, 1992), the idea that
trustworthiness is readable in static faces is reminiscent
of past physiognomic beliefs that have been largely
refuted (Todorov, Olivola, et al., 2015). As an illustration
of the limited value of photographs, Todorov and Porter
(2014) showed that pictures of the same target were
perceived differently depending on slight changes in
their facial expression. The trustworthiness ratings varied
so much that any target could be ranked as the most
or least trustworthy-looking individual depending on
which pictures were chosen. Trustworthiness detection
from pictures certainly is an interesting research subject,
but we argue that there has been an unwarranted focus
on this specific subject. We therefore encourage future
studies to explore trustworthiness detection beyond
pictures and in more interactive settings closer related
to how people assess other’s trustworthiness in their real
life.

Finally, we believe that most of the mentioned issues
may arise because the field lacks a unified research
agenda built on existing theory. Often, researchers
seem to consider the accuracy of trustworthiness
impressions as an interesting side note rather than the
core focus of their studies which can result in studies
being composed of seemingly random combinations
of possible operationalizations. We urge researchers to
more purposefully address trustworthiness detection
accuracy in its own right and build on existing theory,
for example, from person perception (Funder, 1995) or
evolutionary psychology (Cosmides & Tooby, 1992; Frank,
2005). With specific hypotheses in mind, studies should
then be consciously operationalized, which includes
knowing which type of trustworthiness (general vs.
specific) or trust (cognitive or behavioral) is relevant or
how much interpersonal contact, cue richness, strategic
content or acquaintanceship should be adequate for
accurate trustworthiness detection. An important part
in this future research would also that more studies try
to find moderators of detection accuracy within their
own study design. As we illustrated, there are numerous
operationalizations  for  trustworthiness  detection
research that could independently influence accuracy.



Siuda et al. International Review of Social Psychology DOI: 10.5334/irsp.623 13

Systematically varying the levels of all 9 mentioned
dimensions alone would already translate to 3,072
potential studies needed to be conducted before all
operationalizations were systematically varied. Thus,
experimental conditions within studies appear to be the
most fruitful approach to identify under which conditions
trustworthiness detection is accurate.

LIMITATIONS

As with any narrative review, there are obvious limitations
to the extent to which we can draw conclusions
regarding the overall accuracy and potential moderators
of trustworthiness detection. We readily admit that a
meta-analysis would have provided more satisfactory
summary of the literature. As we have discussed,
however, the current state of the literature prohibits any
meaningful quantitative analyses that go beyond the
simple vote-counting measures we have used. Although
we believe that these measures are helpful in gaining a
crude first impression of potential moderators, we urge
the reader not to overinterpret our findings.

Moreover, the results and the interpretations in this
review are limited to the detection of trustworthiness in
trust games. The deliberate choice to only focus on trust
games guarantees that the relationship between the
participants’ trust and trustworthiness behavior can be
assessed directly without having to rely on self-reported
or other-reported behavior, but for two reasons that limits
the degree to which our findings can be applied to the real
world. First, people’s trustworthiness in trust games only
represents one of many domains in the broader spectrum
of trustworthiness (Wilson & Rule, 2017). Thus, we cannot
draw confident conclusions about trustworthiness
detection accuracy with regard to other trustworthiness
domains like criminality, honesty, or infidelity. Second,
research shows that people’s behavior in economic
games does not necessarily translate to real-life behavior
outside of the laboratory (e.g., Galizzi & Navarro-Martinez,
2019). This should be kept in mind when considering
how trustworthiness detection from economic games in
laboratory settings might generalize to the real world.

CONCLUSION

Judgments about others’ trustworthiness are made
frequently and have important real-life consequences, yet
their accuracy is still debated. We advanced this current
debatein two ways. First, we identified the following three
moderators of trustworthiness detection: interpersonal
contact, the richness of target cues, and the possibility
of detecting strategic content. Second, we addressed
some current research methods and developed the
following guidelines for future research: studies should

engage in stronger theory building and test moderators
within studies, strengthen generalizability with large
target pools, and use appropriate methodology for
nonindependent data.

With these promising moderators and guidelines,
we call on future studies to investigate trustworthiness
detection accuracy more systematically. People in their
everyday life are constantly engaged in trustworthiness
detection tasks, for example, when thinking about
leaving their laptop on the café table while they go to the
bathroom or when buying a used car. It is worthwhile to
uncover the mysteries behind these everyday challenges.
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