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Although blind individuals must often rely on others to navigate their physical environment, recent studies
concerning differences betweenblind and sighted persons in attributing social traits to others based onnonvisual
cues remain inconclusive. Here we examined whether blind and sighted individuals vary in their level of social
trust in others. One hundred and twenty-four healthy men and women participated in the study, including 32
congenitally blind, 27 late blind, and 65 sighted adult controls. We measured levels of social trust represented
by two independent convictions, that people are exploitative, or dishonest. Linear mixed models showed no sig-
nificant differences between sighted, late blind and congenitally blind individuals, indicating that visual depriva-
tion does not predict level of trust in others. For both blind and sighted participants, the belief that people are
exploitative was stronger than the belief that people are dishonest.
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1. Introduction

Trust positively influences social interactions (Fu, 2004; Van Lange,
2015) and drives socially-desired behaviors, such as willingness to co-
operate (Balliet & Van Lange, 2013; Simpson, 2007; Zaheer, Mcevily, &
Perrone, 1998), sharing information and knowledge (Matzler & Renzl,
2006), conflict avoidance (Rotter, 1980), and prosocialitymore general-
ly (McAllister, 1995; Singh & Srivastava, 2009; van Ingen & Bekkers,
2015). On an interpersonal level, trust often involves a trustor's cogni-
tive awareness of being vulnerable to a trustee and expectations of the
trustees favorable behaviour across time (Fulmer & Gelfand, 2012;
Simpson, 2007). To be considered trustworthy, the trustee is expected
to be reliable, cooperative, and helpful (Deutsch, 1973; Rotter, 1971).
While such reciprocation can result in benefits for both the trustor
and trustee, trust also entails a risk, wherein a trusteemay act adversely
toward the trustor and as a consequence, either or both parties may pay
a cost (Colquitt, Scott, & LePine, 2007).

Visual deprivation may affect the relative costs and benefits of
trusting others. Indeed, blind individuals must rely on others across a
range of circumstances such as when navigating their physical environ-
ment. Previous studies have demonstrated differences between blind
and sighted persons in the development and frequency of various social
behaviors. For example, although blind infants were able to participate

in proto-conversations with their mothers, they had difficulty sharing
their opinions about external objects (outside the child-mother dyad)
(Preisler, 1991). Blind school-aged children experience rejection and
isolation from their peer group more often than do sighted children
(Jones, Lavine, & Shell, 1972) and appear to develop various psycholog-
ical processesmore slowly (Markoulis, 1988). Taken together, blindness
may increase vulnerability in social interactions and the risk of being
defected against, whereas experiences of rejection and isolation may
elicit greater distrust toward others. Similarly, losing ones' sight later
in life has been shown to result in a relatively slower acquisition of so-
cially-relevant skills compared to congenital blindness, as well as a
greater risk of depression (Ftizgerald, Ebert, & Chambers, 1987). Such
distress might also negatively influence the quality of social relation-
ships, increase social isolation and consequently decrease social trust
among visually impaired individuals.

At the same time, visual deprivation need not always necessitate in-
creased reliance on others. Indeed, many blind persons are experts at
navigating their environment and completing everyday tasks without
the help of others (Leonard & Newman, 1967). There is also evidence
that blind individuals may outperform their sighted counterparts
when learning actions and behaviors from others. This process engages
the mirror neuron system, responsible for activation of action schemas,
and can develop in the absence of visual input (Ricciardi et al., 2009).
Congenitally and late blind adults are also able to effectively use cues
from nonvisual modalities in person perception, such as when judging
the warmth, competence and trustworthiness of another person from
their voice alone (Oleszkiewicz, Pisanski, Lachowicz-Tabaczek, &
Sorokowska, 2016) or accurately assessing differences in body size
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from the voice (Pisanski, Oleszkiewicz, & Sorokowska, 2016). Although
it remains unclearwhether these abilities are sufficient to overcome po-
tential social challenges arising from blindness, these skills could allow
blind persons to effectively handle social situations thereby leading to
levels of social trust comparable to those observed among sighted
persons.

To test whether visual deprivation predicts levels of social trust to-
ward others, we compared self-reported social trust scores in a sample
of 124 sighted, congenitally blind, and late blind men and women.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Participants

Onehundred and twenty-four healthymen andwomen participated
in the study, including 65 sighted adult controls (aged 18–67, M =
33.7 ± 11.9 years; 40 females), 32 congenitally blind adults (aged 17–
59, M= 34.4 ± 9.8 years; 16 females) and 27 late blind adults (i.e., in-
dividuals who lost their vision after age 3; aged 23–64, M = 48.3 ±
11.4 years; 17 females). Among late blind adults, sight loss duration
ranged from 1.5 to 50 years (M = 20.6 ± 13.2). Participants were re-
cruited through a specialized agency that contacted regional associa-
tions of blind persons operating in various parts of the country. All
participants provided written informed consent, and were compensat-
ed for their participation.

2.2. Trust scale

Participants answered eight items designed tomeasure their level of
social trust (Yamagishi, 1988), responding to each item on a 7-point
Likert scale, where 1 represented I absolutely disagree and 7 represented
I absolutely agree. This standardized eight-item scale has been used in
hundreds of previous studies (e.g. Hiraishi, Yamagata, Shikishima, &
Ando, 2008; Parks, 1994). Higher scores indicate greater distrust and
lower scores represent greater trust. Items on the trust scale can be cat-
egorized into two principal factors: the first representing beliefs that
people are exploitative and that trusting others is risky (e.g. “In dealing
with strangers, one is better off to be cautious until they have provided
evidence that they are trustworthy”), the second representing beliefs
that people are dishonest (e.g. “Given the opportunity, people are dis-
honest”) (Yamagishi, 1988).

2.3. Procedure

Participants completed the study in individual sessions. First, a stan-
dardized interview was used to collect demographic data and to con-
firm the absence of any mental disorders, head injuries or diseases,
and the use of medication that could potentially influence processing
questions. The trust scale questionnaire was administered orally to all
participants. To create identical testing conditions, sighted participants
were blindfolded when answering questions, and all participants were
seated at a desk in the same position. The studywas performed in accor-
dance with the Declaration of Helsinki on Biomedical Studies Involving
Human Subjects and was approved by the University Institutional Re-
view Board.

3. Results

Following previouswork (Yamagishi, 1988), we computed two trust
scores for each participant that were included as dependent variables in
the model representing: (a) the belief that people are exploitative
(Cronbach's alpha = 0.65), and (b) the belief that people are dishonest
(Cronbach's alpha= 0.71). Trust scores on both subscales were signifi-
cantly positively correlated (r = 0.44, p b 0.001), but each subscale ex-
plained only 20% of the variance in the other. To test whether blind and
sighted men and women differed in their level of social trust, we

performed a linear mixed model (LMM) with maximum-likelihood es-
timation. The model included sightedness (sighted vs late blind vs con-
genitally blind), participant sex (male vs female) and trust subscale
(dishonest vs exploitative) as fixed effects, and age as a covariate.

The model revealed a significant main effect of trust subscale
F(1238) = 76.8, p b 0.001, Cohen's d = 1.12. Here, pairwise compari-
sons showed that regardless of sightedness, the belief that people are
exploitative was stronger than the belief that people are dishonest.
This was true for sighted (exploitative: M = 4.5 ± 0.13; dishonest:
M = 3.4 ± 0.14; t(64) = −7.6, p b 0.001; d = 0.9, 95% Confidence In-
terval, CI=0.48–1.51), late blind (exploitative:M=5±0.2; dishonest:
M = 3.6 ± 0.2; t(26) = −6.6, p b 0.001; d = 1.3, CI = 0.44–2.1) and
congenitally blind participants (exploitative: M = 4.8 ± 0.18; dishon-
est: M = 3.2 ± 0.19; t(31) = −8, p b 0.001; d = 1.4, CI = 0.64–2.19;
see: Table 1). All pairwise comparisons survived Bonferroni correction
(where alpha = 0.008). The model revealed no other significant main
or interaction effects, including no effects of participants' sightedness
or sex (all Fs b 2.8, ps N 0.06).

Due to the significant main effect of subscale, we ran two additional
LMMs examining trust scores for each subscale (exploitative, dishonest)
separately. As before the LMMs included sightedness (sighted vs late
blind vs congenitally blind) and participant sex (male vs female) as
fixed factors, and participant age as a covariate. These models revealed
no significantmain or interaction effects (all Fs b 1.95, p N 0.14). Remov-
ing the nonsignificant factors of sex and age from the models did not
change this pattern of results, wherein sighted, late blind and congeni-
tally blind participants still showed no differences in the level of belief
that people are exploitative, or dishonest (all Fs b 1.6, p N 0.21) (see
Fig. 1).

4. Discussion

Our results show that sighted and blindmen andwomen report sim-
ilar levels of social trust in others, and that for both blind and sighted
participants, the belief that people are exploitative is stronger than the
belief that people are dishonest. Thus, visual deprivation, despite often
increasing distress and social challenges as well as one's reliance on
nonvisual modalities in person perception, does not appear to affect
the development of social trust in blind persons. Importantly, the level
of social trust reported by our blind and sighted participants corrobo-
rates levels reported in previous studies of sighted participants using
the same scale, including a cross-cultural study among sighted individ-
uals in Japan (General trust:M=3.5± 0.7) and theUnited States (M=
4 ± 0.6) (Yamagishi & Yamagishi, 1994).

Blind personsmay decide whether or not to trust others on the basis
of nonvisual cues in social interactions, which may allow them to make
intuitive and accurate judgments about others (Hugdahl et al., 2004;
Oleszkiewicz et al., 2016). Socially relevant information about other
people can be gathered using nonvisual modalities such as audition,
smell or touch. For example, previous studies have shown that people
use vocal cues to make judgments about another person's health
(Smith, Dunn, Baguley, & Stacey, 2016), body size (Pisanski, Fraccaro,
Tigue, O'Connor, & Feinberg, 2014) and various socially relevant traits
such as masculinity/femininity (Borkenau & Liebler, 1992; Smith et al.,

Table 1
Descriptive statistics for social trust scores in sighted and blind participants (mean, SEM in
brackets; lower scores indicate greater trust).

People are
exploitative

People are
dishonest

General trusta

Female Male Female Male Female Male

Sighted 4.5 (0.2) 4.5 (0.2) 3.4 (0.2) 3.4 (0.2) 4.3 (0.1) 4.4 (0.2)
Late blind 4.8 (0.2) 5.3 (0.2) 3.5 (0.2) 4.0 (0.2) 4.3 (0.2) 3.8 (0.2)
Congenitally blind 5.0 (0.3) 4.5 (0.3) 3.0 (0.3) 3.4 (0.3) 4.3 (0.2) 4.2 (0.2)

a The General trust score represents an average of responses on both subscales.
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