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Abstract
Trust is a psychological state based on positive expectations of others’intentions
or behaviors, where one is willing to entrust (i.e., willing to bear risks) (张宁等人,
2011). For a long time, trust measurement has been a central and challenging
issue in trust research, and researchers have failed to reach a consensus on how
to properly and accurately measure trust (Brülhart & Usunier, 2012; Corgnet
et al., 2016; Gylfason & Olafsdottir, 2017).

According to Bauer and Freitag (2018), trust measurement is divided into direct
measurement and indirect measurement. Direct measurement refers to partic-
ipants directly reporting their trust in a certain dimension on a Likert scale,
such as the Interpersonal Trust Scales (ITS) (Rotter, 1967); indirect measure-
ment infers an individual’s trust level through cognitive decision-making, specific
behaviors, etc. Among indirect measurement methods for trust, the most promi-
nent is the trust game paradigm (trust game) developed by Berg et al. (1995)
based on Deutsch’s (1958) prisoner’s dilemma game, hereinafter referred to
as the trust game. The trust game includes two roles: trustor and trustee. In
the classic trust game, both parties are endowed with a certain amount of real
or virtual currency, the trustor can invest any amount of money to the trustee,
and the trustee receives a multiplied gain (typically two or three times the in-
vestment); subsequently, the trustee can return any amount of money from the
gained amount to the trustor. In this game context, the amount invested by
the trustor to the trustee (hereinafter collectively referred to as investment trust
level) represents trust, and the trustee’s return amount represents the trustee’
s trustworthiness.

The trust game has been widely used (Espín et al., 2016; Bellucci et al., 2019;
Javor et al., 2015), but its internal validity and ecological validity have been sub-
ject to considerable scrutiny (Karlan, 2005; Thielmann & Hilbig, 2015). Some
researchers even doubt that investment behavior in the trust game can measure
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trust at all (Ermisch & Gambetta, 2006; Sapienza et al., 2013). Given the impor-
tant role of the trust game in trust research, it is of great significance to review
the main controversies related to it, analyze and evaluate the reasonableness of
these controversies, and propose prospects for future research.

Currently, the main controversies facing the trust game include two aspects.
First, since its establishment by Berg et al. (1995), the trust game paradigm
has undergone numerous variations, but the reasonableness of these paradigm
variations remains questionable (Aksoy et al., 2018; Lenton & Mosley, 2011).
Research has found that investment trust level may be influenced by social
preference and risk preference during paradigm variations (Aksoy et al., 2018;
Derks et al., 2014; Evans & Krueger, 2011; Thielmann & Hilbig, 2015), thereby
reducing the internal validity of the trust game. Second, the correlation between
investment trust level in the trust game and survey-based trust (hereinafter
collectively referred to as survey trust) measured by scale methods is relatively
low (Ashraf et al., 2006; Etang et al., 2012; Holm & Nystedt, 2008). Some
researchers have thus questioned that the validity of the trust game is not reliable
(Brülhart & Usunier, 2012; Karlan, 2005). The following sections will first
organize and analyze the main controversies of the trust game from these two
perspectives, and finally propose prospects for future research based on this
analysis.
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Abstract
The validity of the trust game paradigm for measuring trust has long been con-
troversial. On one hand, social preferences and risk preferences may influence
investment trust levels during paradigm variations, reducing the internal valid-
ity of the trust game. On the other hand, the correlation between trust game
performance and survey-based trust is relatively low, which may be related to
differences between attitudes and behaviors, measurement type differences, and
limitations inherent in the measurement paradigms themselves. Despite these
controversies, the trust game paradigm remains a relatively appropriate method
for trust measurement. Future improvements to the trust game paradigm should
focus on: verifying the scientific validity of paradigm variations; further clari-
fying the reasons for low correlations with survey trust; expanding the mea-
surement dimensions of the trust game paradigm; and enhancing its ecological
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validity.
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1 Introduction
Trust is a psychological state of willingness to take risks by entrusting others
based on positive expectations of their intentions or behaviors (Zhang et al.,
2011). For a long time, trust measurement has been a key and challenging
issue in trust research, with researchers struggling to reach consensus on how to
properly and accurately measure trust (Brülhart & Usunier, 2012; Corgnet et
al., 2016; Gylfason & Olafsdottir, 2017). According to Bauer and Freitag (2018),
trust measurement can be divided into direct and indirect approaches. Direct
measurement requires participants to report their trust levels on a Likert scale
for specific dimensions, such as the Interpersonal Trust Scales (ITS) (Rotter,
1967). Indirect measurement infers trust levels through individuals’cognitive
decisions and specific behaviors. Among indirect trust measurement methods,
the most prominent is the trust game paradigm developed by Berg et al. (1995)
based on Deutsch’s (1958) prisoner’s dilemma game, hereinafter referred to as
the trust game. The trust game involves two roles: the trustor and the trustee.
In the classic trust game, both parties are endowed with a certain amount of
real or virtual currency. The trustor can invest any amount with the trustee,
who receives a multiplied value (typically two or three times the investment).
Subsequently, the trustee can return any portion of this multiplied amount to the
trustor. In this game scenario, the amount invested by the trustor (hereinafter
referred to as investment trust level) represents trust, while the amount returned
by the trustee represents trustworthiness.

Although the trust game has been widely used (Espín et al., 2016; Bellucci et al.,
2019; Javor et al., 2015), its internal and ecological validity has faced numerous
challenges (Karlan, 2005; Thielmann & Hilbig, 2015). Some researchers have
even questioned whether investment behavior in the trust game can measure
trust at all (Ermisch & Gambetta, 2006; Sapienza et al., 2013). Given the im-
portant role of the trust game in trust research, reviewing its main controversies,
analyzing and evaluating their validity, and proposing future research directions
are of significant importance.

Currently, the main controversies surrounding the trust game include two as-
pects. First, since its establishment by Berg et al. (1995), the trust game
paradigm has undergone many variations, yet the rationality of these variations
remains questionable (Aksoy et al., 2018; Lenton & Mosley, 2011). Research
has found that investment trust levels may be influenced by social preferences
and risk preferences during paradigm variations (Aksoy et al., 2018; Derks et al.,
2014; Evans & Krueger, 2011; Thielmann & Hilbig, 2015), thereby reducing the
internal validity of the trust game. Second, the correlation between investment
trust levels in the trust game and survey-based trust (hereinafter referred to
as survey trust) is relatively low (Ashraf et al., 2006; Etang et al., 2012; Holm
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& Nystedt, 2008). Some researchers have questioned the reliability of the trust
game’s validity based on this low correlation (Brülhart & Usunier, 2012; Karlan,
2005). The following sections will first analyze the main controversies surround-
ing the trust game from these two perspectives, and then propose future research
directions based on this analysis.

2 Variations in the Trust Game Paradigm
Based on Berg et al.’s (1995) classic paradigm, researchers have mainly made
variations in four aspects: the equality of initial endowments, the continuity of
investment amounts, the amount available for investment, and the investment
multiplication rate (Carragher et al., 2018; Johnson & Mislin, 2011; Woolley &
Fishbach, 2017).

2.1 Equality of Initial Endowments

The classic trust game provides equal initial amounts to both trustors and
trustees. However, some researchers, considering cost constraints, have elimi-
nated the trustee’s initial endowment (Schlösser et al., 2015; Woolley & Fish-
bach, 2017), creating inequality in initial payoffs. This inequality may induce
feelings of guilt or distress in trustors, leading them to invest more based on
inequity aversion rather than trust intentions (Aksoy et al., 2018). Conversely,
Evans and Revelle (2008) noted that unequal initial endowments might also
suppress trustors’investment levels, as the inequality relatively enhances the
trustor’s investment capacity, potentially leading them to reduce investment
trust levels for self-interested reasons. A meta-analysis by Johnson and Mislin
(2011) encompassing 162 studies supported Evans and Revelle’s (2008) specu-
lation, finding that trustors invested significantly less when initial payoffs were
unequal compared to when they were equal.

Furthermore, the effect of initial endowment equality on investment trust levels
may be moderated by trustor characteristics. For example, Corgnet et al. (2016)
found that individuals who more strongly disliked unequal initial endowments
exhibited higher investment trust levels. Additionally, Hong and Bohnet (2007)
showed that unequal initial endowments only suppressed investment trust lev-
els among lower-status groups in the U.S. population—women, ethnic minorities,
young people, and non-Protestants. This suggests that trustors may differen-
tially interpret unequal initial endowments based on factors such as social status
and fairness beliefs, resulting in varying investment trust levels.

2.2 Continuity of Investment Amounts

The classic trust game uses continuous investment amounts (Castilla, 2015;
Gereke et al., 2018), allowing participants to choose any number within the
investment range. While widely used, this continuous setting has revealed draw-
backs. Research shows that participants tend to give “moderate”investments
that are neither too high nor too low (Bellucci et al., 2019; McAuliffe et al.,
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2019). This tendency may be unrelated to trust and instead reflect altruistic or
fairness motivations (Ashraf et al., 2006; Rudnicki et al., 2019). To circumvent
this issue, some researchers have developed binary trust game paradigms that
force a choice between “invest all”or “invest nothing”(Carragher et al., 2018;
Evans & Krueger, 2011).

Evans and Krueger’s (2011) sequential trust game paradigm exemplifies this
approach. The paradigm includes trustor and trustee roles with four payoff lev-
els ordered as T > R > P > S. After the game begins, the trustor must choose
between trusting or maintaining the status quo. Under the status quo condi-
tion, the game ends immediately, with both players receiving the lower payoff
P. Under the trust condition, the game proceeds to the second stage, where
the trustee chooses between reciprocity and betrayal. If the trustee chooses
reciprocity, both players receive the higher payoff R. If betrayal is chosen, the
trustor receives the lowest payoff S while the trustee receives the highest pay-
off T. According to the game rules and payoff matrix, the trustor’s decision to
trust may yield higher returns than maintaining the status quo (R > P) but also
risks lower returns due to betrayal (S < P). Therefore, the trustor must evaluate
whether the risk of betrayal is worth taking before deciding to trust or main-
tain the status quo. Researchers speculate that binary trust game paradigms
can prevent investment trust behavior from being overly interpreted as social
preferences (Carragher et al., 2018; Yamagishi et al., 2015).

2.3 Amount Available for Investment and Investment Multiplication
Rate

Researchers differ in the amounts they provide participants for investment.
Most Western studies set amounts between $5 and $15 (Bellucci et al., 2019;
Javor et al., 2015; Müller & Schwieren, 2019), with some below $4 (Woolley
& Fishbach, 2017) or above $20 (Drążkowski et al., 2017). Chinese studies
typically use amounts between ¥5 and ¥20 (Dou et al., 2018; Fu et al., 2018;
Liu et al., 2017). We argue that the setting of available investment amounts
is related to regional characteristics, economic features, and other external en-
vironmental factors in the research context, and that regional differences are
reasonable. The problem lies in the arbitrary nature of amount settings in cur-
rent research, lacking proper justification. This may cause investment trust
levels to be significantly influenced by the amount setting, thereby reducing the
internal validity of the trust game. Research shows that when trustors have
more available funds, their potential losses from investment increase, leading
to lower investment amounts (Evans & Krueger, 2011). Johansson-Stenman et
al. (2013) also demonstrated that investment trust levels significantly decline
when available investment amounts increase. Johnson and Mislin’s (2011) meta-
analysis similarly found that the amount available for investment significantly
predicts investment trust levels.

The investment multiplication rate refers to the rate at which the trustor’s
investment is multiplied. Berg et al.’s (1995) classic paradigm uses a threefold
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multiplication. Some researchers have changed this to twofold (Gereke et al.,
2018; Woolley & Fishbach, 2017) or set it to a specific amount below threefold,
such as multiplying $2 into $5 (Levine & Schweitzer, 2015). The investment
multiplication rate is closely related to investment trust levels. When the mul-
tiplication rate increases, the theoretical return on investment rises, making
participants more willing to take risks and exhibit investment trust behavior.
Conversely, participants’investment trust motivation may be suppressed (Evans
& Krueger, 2011; Johnson & Mislin, 2011). For example, Lenton and Mosley
(2011) examined the relationship between investment multiplication rate and in-
vestment trust levels, finding that investment trust levels significantly increased
with higher multiplication rates. In scenarios with twofold, threefold, and four-
fold multiplication rates, participants’investment amounts as a proportion of
initial endowments were 30%, 48%, and 53%, respectively.

2.4 Impact of Paradigm Variations on Measurement Validity

Variations in the trust game paradigm provide new avenues for expanding its
application and enhancing research validity (e.g., binary trust games). How-
ever, some variations lack sufficient empirical support and retain a degree of
arbitrariness. For instance, researchers’decisions to reduce available investment
amounts or eliminate trustees’initial endowments, while saving experimental
costs, have sparked considerable controversy. The core of such controversy con-
cerns the relationship between paradigm variations and measurement validity.
As a trust measurement paradigm, trust behavior in the trust game should be
driven by trust intentions. However, when paradigm variations occur, trustors’
investment behavior may be more strongly explained by other variables (e.g.,
social preferences, risk preferences), reducing the internal validity of the trust
game (Bicchieri et al., 2011). Therefore, researchers’controversies over paradigm
variations essentially reflect concerns about how social preferences and risk pref-
erences influence investment trust levels.

Numerous studies have found that investment trust levels are closely related to
social preferences (Aksoy et al., 2018; Derks et al., 2014; Johansson-Stenman et
al., 2013; Sapienza et al., 2013) and risk preferences (Fetchenhauer & Dunning,
2012; Thielmann & Hilbig, 2015), leading some researchers to question whether
the trust game can adequately represent trust (Ermisch & Gambetta, 2006;
Sapienza et al., 2013). The following sections analyze the impact of social
preferences and risk preferences on the trust game.

2.4.1 Influence of Social Preferences Social preferences are primarily re-
lated to controversies over investment amount equality and continuity settings.
Based on the view that individual cooperativeness influences trust behavior
(e.g., through social projection), social preferences represented by altruism, reci-
procity, and inequity aversion are considered important predictors of trust (Ak-
soy et al., 2018; Derks et al., 2014; Johansson-Stenman et al., 2013). For exam-
ple, Yamagishi et al. (2015) found that prosocial preferences were significantly
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positively correlated with investment trust levels. Naef and Schupp (2009)
showed that participants who more frequently engaged in volunteer services
exhibited higher investment trust levels.

Regarding the mechanism through which social preferences influence investment
trust, strong reciprocity theory posits that people derive utility satisfaction and
benefits from the process of reciprocal behavior itself (Gintis, 2000). Some
researchers argue that in the trust game, the act of investing in others includes
a psychological process of “giving”to others, from which individuals gain a
sense of efficacy (Ozyilmaz et al., 2018). In Dunn et al.’s (2008) classic study
published in Science, both survey data and experimental results showed that
people feel happier spending money on others than on themselves. This suggests
that investment behavior itself is influenced by prosocial and inequity aversion
factors. Therefore, using the act of“giving”money to others in the trust game to
represent trust may confound trust and social preferences (Espín et al., 2016).

To clarify this issue, researchers have conducted a series of validation studies.
Although the close relationship between social preferences and investment trust
has been frequently observed (Fairley et al., 2016; Rudnicki et al., 2019), many
studies do not support the hypothesis that social preferences significantly in-
fluence investment trust behavior (Ashraf et al., 2006; Bellucci et al., 2019;
Brülhart & Usunier, 2012; Javor et al., 2015). For example, in Brülhart and
Usunier’s (2012) study, dominant altruism theory would predict that as trustors,
participants should invest more in trustees with smaller initial endowments and
less in those with larger endowments. However, results showed no significant cor-
relation between investment amounts and trustees’initial endowments. Overall,
the relationship between social preferences and investment trust levels remains
unclear and requires further investigation. Nevertheless, given the potential
role of social preferences, researchers often measure them in experiments to as-
sess their impact on results through statistical analysis (Corgnet et al., 2016;
Schlösser et al., 2015).

2.4.2 Influence of Risk Preferences Risk preferences are primarily related
to controversies over available investment amounts and multiplication rate set-
tings. In economics, risk preference refers to individuals’psychological reactions,
attitudinal tendencies, and investment willingness when facing risk during in-
vestment choices (Markowitz, 1952), comprising a three-dimensional structure
of risk aversion, risk proneness, and risk neutrality (Pratt, 1964). From the
perspective of traditional economic game theory, individuals’behavior in the
trust game resembles venture investment (Fehr, 2009) and is susceptible to risk
aversion or risk-seeking factors (Evans & Krueger, 2011; Fairley et al., 2016;
Thielmann & Hilbig, 2015). Therefore, the amount individuals invest in oth-
ers in the trust game may represent their risk preference levels (Castilla, 2015;
Müller & Schwieren, 2019).

On one hand, research shows that individuals’general attitudes toward uncer-
tainty (i.e., risk aversion) and potential losses (i.e., loss aversion) influence their
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willingness to trust others (Karlan, 2005; Thielmann & Hilbig, 2015). Sapienza
et al. (2013) found that a one-standard-deviation decrease in risk aversion in-
creased average investment trust amounts by approximately 17%. Similar find-
ings indicate that individuals’aversion to betrayal in venture investments leads
them to prefer lower risks when investment returns are determined by others
rather than randomly (Fairley et al., 2016). On the other hand, individuals’
risk-seeking tendencies drive them to pursue benefits and exhibit investment
trust behavior. For example, Chetty et al. (in press) found that individuals who
preferred risk-seeking in lottery choice tasks invested more in the trust game.

However, many studies have not found significant effects of risk preferences on
investment trust levels (Ben-Ner & Halldorsson, 2010; Fetchenhauer & Dunning,
2012). For instance, Ben-Ner and Halldorsson (2010) showed that neither survey-
based nor behavioral measures of risk aversion were significantly correlated with
investment trust levels. Dunning et al. (2014) found that based on self-reported
risk tolerance, only 20.4% of participants were willing to invest in others in
the trust game, yet 62.4% actually invested. This suggests that the influence
of risk preferences on the trust game is conditional. Considering the potential
impact of risk preferences on investment trust levels, many researchers measure
risk preferences in experiments to assess their influence on results (Breuer et al.,
2016; Yamagishi et al., 2015).

2.5 Summary

Overall, social preferences and risk preferences have non-universal effects on
investment trust levels, and the degree of influence is associated with variations
in the trust game paradigm. However, the impact of paradigm variations on
research validity and the roles of social preferences and risk preferences remain
unclear and require further investigation.

Although controversies over the influence of social preferences and risk prefer-
ences have raised questions about the trust game (Aksoy et al., 2018; Rudnicki et
al., 2019), the close relationship between investment trust levels and social/risk
preferences is theoretically reasonable given trust’s multidisciplinary and multi-
perspective research status. From a conceptual perspective, some researchers
view trust as essentially a moral concept or basic norm in social contexts (Bic-
chieri et al., 2011; Uslaner, 2002; Reiersen, 2019). For example, Uslaner (2002)
proposed that trust is a stable value—a moral imperative assuming others are
trustworthy—that does not easily change due to specific events or benefit calcu-
lations. Fukuyama (2001) also argued that trust in society represents a group’s
universal recognition of a value system. Accordingly, trust motivation includes
social preferences such as altruism, making investment trust levels highly sus-
ceptible to social preference influences. On the other hand, according to the
“economic man”hypothesis, trust behavior is essentially an investment behav-
ior in risky situations, making it inevitably related to risk preferences. From a
game theory perspective, traditional game theory suggests that both parties in
a prisoner’s dilemma can achieve “Nash equilibrium”through mutual distrust
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(Ma et al., 2009). However, individuals in trust games tend to express mutual
trust, deviating from profit-maximizing behavior. This may imply that the pur-
suit of material wealth is not humanity’s only motivation; human behavior is
also driven by intrinsic and extrinsic motivations that value morality, emotions,
and social norms (Jiang & Wei, 2013). This behavioral game theory approach
can lead to new“Nash equilibrium solutions”to explain many paradoxes found
in behavioral game experiments (Ma et al., 2009). Therefore, the close relation-
ship between investment trust levels and social/risk preferences also deepens
our understanding of the trust concept. In summary, social preferences and risk
preferences may constitute sources of trust intentions underlying investment
trust behavior, and questioning the validity of the trust game based solely on
their positive relationships with investment trust levels is biased. However, this
does not mean the trust game is equivalent to risk preference or social prefer-
ence paradigms; it remains essentially a trust measurement paradigm. The key
is to develop and apply the trust game paradigm reasonably, avoiding direct
interpretation of investment trust behavior as social or risk preferences, thereby
improving internal validity.

3 The Low Correlation with Survey Trust
Some researchers administer survey trust measures alongside the trust game
to provide criterion-related validity evidence (Etang et al., 2012; Yamagishi et
al., 2015). However, many studies show that survey trust lacks stable, reli-
able correlations with investment trust (Ashraf et al., 2006; Holm & Nystedt,
2008). Meanwhile, participants’survey trust levels have been found to corre-
late more significantly with the amount they return when playing as trustees—
that is, with trustworthiness (Karlan, 2005; McEvily et al., 2012). For example,
Karlan (2005) found that individuals’survey trust levels significantly predicted
their trustworthiness but not their investment trust performance. The low cor-
relation phenomenon between the trust game and survey trust has attracted
continuous attention, with some researchers arguing that the trust game lacks
validity (Brülhart & Usunier, 2012; Karlan, 2005). We argue that this low cor-
relation can be explained from three perspectives: attitude-behavior differences,
measurement type differences, and limitations of both survey trust and the trust
game.

3.1 Attitude-Behavior Differences

Regarding attitude-behavior differences, survey trust mostly uses self-report
methods requiring participants to rate statements on Likert scales, reflecting
individuals’attitudinal tendencies. Therefore, survey trust is also interpreted
as trust attitude (Gächter et al., 2004). In contrast, the trust game represents
trust behavior. While attitudes and behaviors are closely related, their rela-
tionship is not deterministic (Shirokova et al., 2016). Some researchers even
argue that the direct correlation between attitudes and behaviors is so low that
it poses an unprecedented challenge to psychologists (Cooper & Croyle, 1984).
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The low correlation between survey trust and the trust game can be discussed
within the framework of attitude-behavior relationships.

Research shows that individuals’intentions, attitude strength, and interpersonal
relationships can all lead to inconsistencies between attitudes and behaviors
(Smith & Louis, 2008). The study of attitude-behavior relationships has evolved
from the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) to the Theory of Planned Behav-
ior (TPB), which incorporates irrational factors (Michaelidou & Hassan, 2014).
Researchers have gradually recognized that attitudes are complex structures
comprising both affect and cognition, while behaviors are not entirely driven
by rationality. Behaviors only reflect rational beliefs, attitudes, and intentions,
and in some special cases, cannot be measured by rational standards (Zhang &
Wang, 2007). For example, research has found that implicit and explicit atti-
tudes relate differently to behaviors: implicit attitudes are more closely related
to fast, automatic behaviors, while explicit attitudes correlate more strongly
with consciously controlled behaviors (Swanson et al., 2001). This reveals that
the complex relationship between behavioral and attitudinal systems is influ-
enced by both rational and irrational variables. Similarly, trust has evolved from
a purely rational view to an irrational view and then to a bounded rationality
view (Xu & Liu, 2007). Trust behavior is related to a series of factors including
trustor characteristics, trustee characteristics, and situational variables that en-
compass both rational and irrational elements, and its relationship with trust
attitude is influenced by numerous factors (Bujang et al., 2017). Therefore, the
low correlation between survey trust attitudes and trust game behaviors may
result from the uncertain relationship between the attitudinal and behavioral
systems they represent.

3.2 Measurement Type Differences

Some researchers argue that the lack of stable correlation between survey trust
and the trust game may stem from inconsistent trust types and trust objects
represented by the two measurement methods in specific studies (Sapienza et
al., 2013). From a domain general-specific perspective, trust can be divided into
general trust and specific trust. General trust typically represents individuals’
universal, relatively stable, and objectless trust propensity or trait. For example,
the classic question: “Generally speaking, would you say that most people can
be trusted or that you can’t be too careful in dealing with people?”appears in
trust surveys such as the World Values Survey and General Social Survey (GSS).
In contrast, specific trust generally refers to trust in particular or specific trust
objects, such as trust in doctors (Kovacs et al., 2019) or parents (Kerr et al.,
1999).

Researchers often use survey trust to represent general trust (Bibi & Karim,
2017; Paxton & Glanville, 2015), with some even equating survey trust with
general trust (Boyer et al., 2012; Gylfason & Olafsdottir, 2017). While this
equation is not rigorous, it reflects researchers’conventional practice of using
survey methods to measure general trust. In contrast, researchers use the trust
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game to represent both general trust (Dunning et al., 2014; Martini & Torcal,
2019) and specific trust (Anderl et al., 2018; Verberne et al., 2015). Recent
research indicates that investment trust is a combination of general and specific
trust (Hale et al., 2017). Hale et al. (2017) manipulated both high- and low-
trustworthiness virtual characters to play trust games with participants, finding
significant positive correlations between investment amounts to both objects,
demonstrating general trust characteristics. However, when presenting untrust-
worthy objects before trustworthy ones, participants’investments differed signif-
icantly, showing that trust investment behavior is influenced by trustworthiness
and reflects specific trust tendencies. Therefore, the low correlation between sur-
vey trust and the trust game may arise because researchers often overlook that
the two methods represent different trust types (Holm & Nystedt, 2008; Karlan,
2005). If the measured trust types are matched—both being general trust or the
same specific trust—they may show higher positive correlations. Many studies
have verified this speculation (Etang et al., 2012; Kovacs et al., 2019; Martini
& Torcal, 2019; McEvily et al., 2012). For example, Kovacs et al. (2019) used
both survey trust and the trust game to examine Senegalese patients’specific
trust in doctors, finding a significant positive correlation between them.

3.3 Limitations of Survey Trust and the Trust Game

From the perspective of paradigm design and application, both survey trust and
the trust game have limitations that may contribute to their low correlation. Re-
garding survey trust, researchers have raised various concerns about scale-based
trust measurement (Boyer et al., 2012). First, due to social desirability effects,
individuals may misreport their trust levels. For example, research shows that
individuals’survey trust levels are often inconsistent with their implicit trust
or trust behaviors (Ermisch et al., 2009). Generally, individuals report higher
trust levels in surveys than they actually exhibit in behavior (Burns & Conchie,
2008). Second, the concept of the trustee in survey trust often lacks clear defini-
tion, and participants may form different interpretations of who constitutes the
trustee due to individual and social environmental differences, thereby interfer-
ing with results (Abascal & Baldassarri, 2015). For instance, Van Hoorn (2015)
showed that influenced by individualistic versus collectivistic cultures, individu-
als differ significantly in their understanding of the scope of“most people”—that
is, their trust radius—when interpreting whether “most people can be trusted.”
Van Hoorn (2015) found that individualistic cultures have broader trust radii,
while collectivistic cultures have relatively narrower ones. Additionally, survey
trust suffers from methodological limitations, including potentially imprecise
data from subjective ratings, non-standardized data collection methods, lack
of economic incentives compared to experimental situations, and insufficient
motivation for participants to express their true thoughts (Fehr et al., 2003).

Regarding the trust game, social preferences and risk preferences may influence
investment trust levels, causing them to be higher or lower than true trust in-
tentions due to paradigm variations or irrelevant variables, resulting in low cor-
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relation with survey trust. Glaeser et al. (2000) found no significant correlation
between the trust game and survey trust. Aksoy et al. (2018) speculated that
this lack of significant association might be related to the modified paradigm
used by Glaeser et al. (2000). Compared to Berg et al.’s (1995) trust game
paradigm, Glaeser et al. (2000) eliminated the trustee’s initial endowment and
changed investment amounts from continuous to binary. Aksoy et al. (2018)
conducted a comparative study of Glaeser et al.’s (2000) modified paradigm
and Berg et al.’s (1995) classic paradigm, finding that the classic paradigm
showed significant positive correlation with survey trust, while the modified
paradigm did not.

In summary, the low correlation between the trust game and survey trust may
be related to attitude-behavior differences, measurement type differences, and
limitations of both the trust game and survey measures. Therefore, questioning
the validity of the trust game based solely on low correlation is clearly debatable.

4 Summary and Outlook
In conclusion, as one of the most widely used trust measurement paradigms, the
trust game has its limitations, but current research has not formed a sufficient
evidence chain to deny its validity. The main controversies facing the trust
game can also be reasonably explained from theoretical perspectives. Meanwhile,
numerous studies support the scientific validity of the trust game (Dunning et al.,
2014; Corgnet et al., 2016; Javor et al., 2015). Therefore, we argue that under
current research conditions, the trust game remains a relatively appropriate
method among indirect trust measurement paradigms. The main controversies
it faces also serve as driving forces for its continuous development.

4.1 Verifying the Scientific Validity of Trust Game Paradigm Varia-
tions

The trust game paradigm has multiple variations, some of which help theoreti-
cally avoid the influence of irrelevant variables on research results. For example,
changing available investment amounts from continuous to binary helps clarify
the influence of social preferences on investment trust levels (Amdur & Schmick,
2012; Ermisch et al., 2009). However, such variations have sparked controver-
sies. For instance, increasing or decreasing available investment amounts may
induce different dimensions and levels of risk preferences, thereby affecting trust
investment levels (Fairley et al., 2016; Thielmann & Hilbig, 2015). Therefore,
extensive empirical research is necessary to verify the scientific validity of trust
game paradigm variations. Currently, research in this area is lacking. For
example, although Johnson and Mislin (2011) found that available investment
amounts significantly affect investment trust levels, their meta-analysis included
few studies with large investment amounts, requiring more evidence. Addition-
ally, while the trust game has been widely used in China, systematic research
examining the rationality of its paradigm variations remains scarce. Relatedly,
the same investment amount may have differential psychological impacts on
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participants from different income levels and cultural backgrounds. Therefore,
future trust game research should prioritize cross-cultural and cross-regional
replication and comparative studies to demonstrate the scientific validity of
paradigm variations. Furthermore, considering that social preferences and risk
preferences may affect investment trust levels, many researchers have measured
them in studies to assess potential errors through statistical means (Corgnet et
al., 2016; Breuer et al., 2016; Schlösser et al., 2015). Currently, actively control-
ling for key irrelevant variables in both experimental design and data processing
stages is a beneficial measure for enhancing research validity.

4.2 Further Clarifying the Low Correlation Between Trust Game and
Survey Trust

Researchers can further clarify the low correlation issue using the three ap-
proaches described above. Additionally, we speculate that the low correlation
may also be related to inherent differences in trust types represented by the
two paradigms. When using survey methods and trust games without specify-
ing clear trust objects, both default to measuring general trust (Corgnet et al.,
2016; Drążkowski et al., 2017; Gereke et al., 2018; Gylfason & Olafsdottir, 2017;
Levine & Schweitzer, 2015; Martini & Torcal, 2019; Paxton & Glanville, 2015;
Wang & Murnighan, 2017). However, research suggests that when the trust
game has no specified investment object, individual investment trust behavior
may not represent general trust. For example, Naef and Schupp (2009) simulta-
neously administered a stranger trust scale (SOEP-trust), a general trust GSS
scale, and a trust game without specified investment objects. Results showed
that the trust game only significantly correlated with the stranger trust scale,
not with the GSS. Similarly, Fehr et al. (2003) found that trust games with-
out specified trust objects significantly correlated with survey trust when the
trust object was defined as“strangers.”These findings suggest that when trust
games do not specify a clear trust object, the trust type represents specific trust
toward “strangers”rather than general trust. General trust represents trust
in“most people,”including both strangers and acquaintances, and is not equiv-
alent to stranger trust. Accordingly, we speculate that when neither survey
trust nor trust games specify trust objects, survey trust represents general trust
while trust games represent stranger trust, which may contribute to their low
correlation.

We further speculate that the closer relationship between unspecified-object
trust games and stranger trust may stem from the paradigm’s characteristics.
In laboratory settings, whether trust objects are real or virtual, the default as-
sumption when no information about the trustee is provided is that the trustee
is a “stranger”to the trustor. Moreover, the trust game simulates real trust
scenarios, approximating real-world tasks and including social presses. While
evidence is lacking on whether social presses in trust games induce stranger-
specific trust, research in other domains shows that when problem-solving mea-
surement paradigms involve real-world tasks, social presses cause individuals
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to think more negatively. For example, Kapoor and Khan’s (2019) creativ-
ity research found that when creativity problems include real-world contexts,
participants exhibit higher levels of negative creativity. Individuals have an au-
tomatic vigilance for negative social information (Pratto & John, 1991), and in
interpersonal interactions, people tend to identify strangers as negative factors
—that is, uncertain and potentially untrustworthy (Feldmanhall et al., 2018).
This may make participants more alert to risk factors in interpersonal trust
during trust games. Accordingly, trust games may awaken greater attention to
negative interpersonal cues, leading participants to interpret trust games with
uncertain trustees as stranger games, thereby creating a closer relationship with
stranger trust. Of course, this is a bold speculation based on current findings
that requires further verification.

4.3 Expanding the Measurement Dimensions of Trust Games

Trust is a multidimensional concept. As previously discussed, inconsistent trust
types measured by trust games and survey trust may cause low correlation is-
sues. Compared to survey trust, the trust dimension measured by trust games
is very singular, posing certain risks and limitations. For example, trust can be
divided into ability trust, integrity trust, and benevolence trust based on trustee
characteristics (Mayer et al., 1995). Integrity trust is easily confused with benev-
olence trust, but they are distinct dimensions with relatively independent mech-
anisms (Schweitzer et al., 2006). Levine and Schweitzer’s (2015) experiment
explored the psychological structure underlying trust games, separating benevo-
lence and integrity components. They found that participants trusted deceptive
but altruistic individuals more than honest but selfish ones. This suggests that
current trust game paradigms may primarily reflect benevolence-based trust,
rarely involving ability and integrity (Levine & Schweitzer, 2015). However,
interpersonal trust depends not only on trustees’benevolence but also on their
ability and integrity. Therefore, the singular trust dimension representation
in trust games not only may cause low correlation with survey trust but also
constrains the measurement efficacy of trust games. Future research could at-
tempt to expand trust game measurement dimensions based on Mayer et al.’
s (1995) trust theory, starting from how trustee characteristics influence trust
dimensions. For example, modifying the trust game scenario so that whether
the investment yields benefits depends on the trustee’s knowledge and ability
rather than benevolence could represent ability trust.

4.4 Enhancing the Ecological Validity of Trust Games

The trust game simulates real-life interpersonal trust processes and has greater
ecological validity advantages compared to survey trust. However, in practice,
the game scenarios are somewhat unrealistic. First, in real society, people often
face multiple potential trust objects simultaneously, rather than single pairwise
games like the prisoner’s dilemma. To address this limitation, some researchers
have modified the classic trust game to include one trustor and two trustees, sim-
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ulating complex real-world situations with multiple trustees (Zhang et al., 2019).
Additionally, traditional trust game paradigms are too abstract for child par-
ticipants. Some studies have adjusted reward mechanisms for children, such as
replacing money with candy and describing complex reward-punishment mech-
anisms in simple, straightforward interactive game rules, allowing children to
experience more authentic trust processes (Chen et al., 2018). Furthermore, tra-
ditional trust games are typically conducted in laboratory settings or presented
in written form (Gereke et al., 2018; Righetti et al., 2015), with trustees’in-
formation often undisclosed (Bauer & Freitag, 2018; Wang & Murnighan, 2017)
and no communication between trustors and trustees (Drążkowski et al., 2017).
To compensate for these limitations, researchers have used virtual reality tech-
nology to further enhance ecological validity. Hale et al. (2017) developed a
virtual maze test based on the trust game paradigm. After wearing virtual real-
ity equipment, participants find themselves in a corridor composed of multiple
similar rooms. Their task is to choose which rooms to enter based on informa-
tion presented by virtual characters in the game, ultimately escaping the maze.
Researchers comprehensively assess trust levels by recording whether partici-
pants consult and follow virtual characters’advice. Virtual reality technology
offers good realism, allowing researchers to record more authentic behavioral re-
sponses. Future research could develop more ecologically valid trust game tests
based on this approach, further enriching trust measurement techniques.
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