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lthough many studies have focused on how trustees’ particular or single social identity affects their

trustworthiness, only one study has revealed that trustees with multiple social identities are judged as
more trustworthy than those with a single identity. However, the study could not show how trustworthiness
systematically changes with an increasing number of social identities. The present study addressed this
issue and further explored in two experiments whether the growth trend of trustworthiness was particular
to social identities. Experiment 1 showed that when the number of trustees’ social identities increased,
they were judged as more trustworthy. Experiment 2 found that trustees with more social identities were
judged as more trustworthy, whereas the amount of trustees’ personal physical information did not have
that large effect in facilitating trustworthiness. These results demonstrate the special influence of social

identity information on trust or trustworthiness.
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In some social occasions, for the sake of getting acquainted
with each other quickly, we may need to exchange per-
sonal or business cards. Most people choose to present
social identities on their cards, because this information
is beneficial to improving trustworthiness (Brewer, 2008;
Giith, Levati, & Ploner, 2008; Kramer, 1999; Lount, 2010;
Maddux & Brewer, 2005). However, some people present
several social identities, while others present only one so-
cial identity. Does the number of social identities influence
trustworthiness? We know little about this question. Most
previous studies have focused on the impact of a partic-
ular or single social identity (such as nationality or oc-
cupation) on trustworthiness by distinguishing in-group
from out-group members (e.g., Brewer & Brown, 1998;
Yuki, Maddux, Brewer, & Takemura, 2005). The present
research aimed to investigate how trustees’ trustworthi-
ness changes with the quantity of their social identities,
which reflects the complexity of social identity.

Social Identity Complexity and Trustworthiness

In real life, individuals might simultaneously possess
multiple social identities (Ashforth, Harrison, & Corley,
2008; Blader, 2007) or think of themselves as members
of several different social groups (Chiu & Cheng, 2007;

Roccas & Brewer, 2002). The structure of multiple so-
cial identities can be measured in terms of social identity
complexity, a concept proposed by Roccas and Brewer in
2002, which refers to the way in which individuals sub-
jectively represent the relationships among their multiple
in-group memberships. Individuals with low social iden-
tity complexity see their in-groups as highly overlapping
and convergent, whereas those with high social identity
complexity see their different in-groups as distinct entities.
For instance, a female lawyer with low social identity com-
plexity may consider only other female lawyers as in-group
members and regard men or women who are not lawyers
as out-group members; yet, a female lawyer with high so-
cial identity complexity might regard a male lawyer as an
out-group member on the gender dimension but as an in-
group member on the occupation dimension. Empirical
studies bringing insights from social identity complex-
ity theory have mostly focused on intergroup perception
and attitude, finding that higher social identity complexity
was associated with greater out-group tolerance (Roccas &
Brewer, 2002), more positive attitudes toward specific out-
groups (Miller, Brewer, & Arbuckle, 2009), less in-group
favouritism (Schmid, Hewstone, & Al Ramiah, 2013), and
lower intergroup bias (Crisp, Turner, & Hewstone, 2010).
Concerning the relationship of social identity complexity
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and trust, a recent study showed that activating trustors’
high social identity complexity produced a high level of
interpersonal trust (Xin, Xin, & Lin, 2016).

Although the social identity complexity theory has
provided a new method to measure the structure of mul-
tiple social identities and has been extensively applied to
empirical studies, it has some limitations. First, Brewer
and colleagues (Brewer, Gonsalkorale, & van Dommelen,
2013; Brewer & Pierce, 2005; Miller et al., 2009; Roccas
& Brewer, 2002) were initially concerned with how indi-
viduals perceive their own social identities, yet neglected
how they represent others’ social identities. Decision mak-
ing in a social interaction process is not only determined
by how people represent their own social identities, but
also subject to how they represent counterparts’ social
identities. Second, social identity complexity should be
further divided into subjective and objective identities.
Brewer et al. presumed that individuals have multiple so-
cial identities but differ in the extent to which these iden-
tities are perceived as overlapping and interrelated, and
regarded the perceived overlap as an index of social iden-
tity complexity. In fact, Brewer et al. defined and measured
merely the subjective social identity complexity. However,
the objective social identities of each individual may be
distinct in quantity. Some people have more social iden-
tities than others. Comparing with the subjective repre-
sentation of social identities, the number of actual social
identities that individuals possess reflects social identity
complexity more directly and objectively, which means
the quantity of actual social identities can be an index of
objective social identity complexity. To summarise, the so-
cial identity complexity theory proposed by Brewer et al.
has made a great contribution, yet we should further di-
vide social identity complexity into four types on the two
dimensions of subjective-objective and self-others (Xin &
Xin, 2014).

To our knowledge, most previous studies have been
concerned with individuals’ representation of their own
multiple social identities, that is, the subjective social
identity complexity of self; however, few studies have
examined the other three types of social identity com-
plexity and their relationships with various variables, ex-
cept one study by Xin and Xin (2014), which found that
trustees’ objective social identity complexity had a posi-
tive effect on their trustworthiness, as perceived by par-
ticipants. This study provided a new approach to define
and measure the objective social identity complexity of
trustees (or counterparts). Nevertheless, in this study, so-
cial identity complexity was merely divided into low and
high complexity (single social identity vs. multiple social
identities) so that we could not see how the trustwor-
thiness continuously varied with an increasing number
of social identities. Therefore, in the present study, we
explored the trend of trustworthiness changing with in-
creased number of the trustees’ social identities from one
to four, aiming to elaborate the relationship of the two
variables.

The Particularity of Social Identity

Although social identity was originally defined as the in-
dividual’s knowledge about a part of self-concept derived
from the social groups and categories he or she belonged to
(Tajfel, 1972), it was often operationally simplified into the
category of identity, or an indicator of social category and
group membership, which was used to identify in-group
members in those studies with regard to social identity
complexity theory (e.g., Miller et al., 2009; Schmid et al.,
2013; Xin et al., 2016). Following this line of operational-
ising, the concept of social identity in the current research
refers to the identity information of social category or the
group membership.

For self-categorisation theory (Turner et al., 1987), a
subtheory of social identity perspective (Tajfel & Turner,
1979), it has been pointed out that social categorisation
could cause people to construe themselves and others
in the group terms, that is, the social identities (Hogg
& Reid, 2006). A number of previous studies have also
found that an individual may perceive and evaluate oth-
ers on the basis of their social identities (e.g., Brewer,
1988; Brown & Turner, 1979; Hewstone, Islam, & Judd,
1993; Kunda, Miller, & Claire, 1990; Macrae, Boden-
hausen, & Milne, 1995). Trustworthiness is one kind of
social perception that can be influenced by the social
identity.

Specific to trust research, trustees are often classified
as in-group or out-group members based on their social
identities. It has been repeatedly proved that trustees who
are out-group members are perceived as less trustworthy
than trustees who are in-group members (e.g., Brewer,
2008; Platow, Foddy, Yamagishi, Lim, & Chow, 2012;
Tanis & Postmes, 2005). However, making multiple social
identities salient can reduce the importance of any one so-
cial identity in classifying in-groups and out-groups and
decrease the social distance individuals perceive between
themselves and trustees (Xin & Xin, 2014). Further, in-
dividuals may find more similarities between themselves
and the trustees with multiple social identities, which sub-
sequently increases the possibility of the two parties be-
longing to the same group and leads to the trustees being
judged as more trustworthy (Xin & Xin, 2014). These two
aspects interpret the potential mechanism of why trustees’
objective social identity complexity influences their
trustworthiness.

If so, obviously, the other type of personal information
(e.g., physical information such as stature, build, and
wear) should not have the same function as social identity
information, because we seldom use personal physical
information to define and recognise a social group or
category. Yet the more information about trustees that
an individual has obtained can enhance their sense of
control (Baronas & Louis, 1988), which is positively
correlated with trust (Rortveit et al., 2015). Therefore, we
predicted that increasing the amount of trustees’ personal
physical information may improve their trustworthiness;
however, the impact is not as robust as that of social

2

https://doi.org/10.1017/prp.2018.15 Published online by Cambridge University Press

JOURNAL OF PACIFIC RIM PSYCHOLOGY


https://doi.org/10.1017/prp.2018.15

identity, because of the lack of the particular functional
mechanism of social identity.

The Current Study

We conducted two experiments to investigate the effect
of trustees’ objective social identity complexity on their
trustworthiness. Experiment 1 compared the judgments
of trustworthiness toward four trustees who had differ-
ent numbers of social identities, aiming to explore the
trend of trustworthiness varying with trustees’ objective
social identity complexity. Experiment 2 aimed to verify
the special effect of social identity information on im-
proving trustworthiness, by paralleling the trustworthi-
ness judgments based on social identity information with
the counterpart based on personal physical information
irrelevant to social identity.

EXPERIMENT 1
Method
Participants

Fifty-nine students (35 female; mean age = 20.25 years,
SD = 1.12) from a university in Beijing individually par-
ticipated in the 10-minute experiment with a return of
5 RMB as compensation. Their majors included finance,
Japanese, law, sociology and mathematics (a total of 33
majors). The desired sample size was estimated using
GxPower (Faul, Erdfelder, Buchner, & Lang, 2009), which
confirmed that at least 36 subjects were required to detect
a statistically difference with an effect size of d = .25, al-
pha = .05 and power = .95 when the type of test was a
within-subjects analysis of variance (ANOVA).

Design and Procedure

Experiment 1 was a within-subjects design. The indepen-
dent variable was the number of a trustee’s social identities,
which has four levels (1, 2, 3, and 4), and the dependent
variable was the trustworthiness of the trustees.

The whole experiment was presented on a computer
using custom software written with E-prime 2.0. Partic-
ipants sat at a distance approximately 50 cm from the
screen. Responses were made using the keyboard. The
social identity information of the four trustees was pre-
sented in a random order. The four trustees had different
numbers (1 or 2 or 3 or 4) of social identities. Each par-
ticipant would respectively judge the degree to which the
four trustees were trustworthy based on the trustees’ social
identity information. Their judgments were automatically
recorded by the software.

The experiment started with one practice trial in or-
der to familiarise participants with the task and opera-
tion of the software. In the practice trial, participants first
read the following material to learn about the background
of the task: “Two cars collided at an intersection. Before the
traffic police arrived, the two cars had been moved to the
roadside. So the police could only depend on the witness’s
testimony to judge which car should be responsible for this

Social Identities and Trustworthiness

accident. One passenger witnessed this accident. If you
were the police, please rate the witness’s trustworthiness
based on the following information of the witness.” When
participants had understood the above descriptions, they
could press the space key to watch the next screen. The
social identity of the witness was presented on the top of
the next screen, and a 7-point scale was presented on the
bottom of the screen. Participants were asked to rate the
trustworthiness of the witness on the 7-point scale rang-
ing from 1 (least credible) to 7 (most credible) by pressing
the corresponding number key at the top of the keyboard.
After pressing the number, the practice trial was ended.

In the experiment’s trials, the background of the task
was a little different. The background was as follows: *. ..
[same as the practice trial]. Four passengers witnessed this
accident. Two of the witnesses claimed that the driver of
the car driving from south to north should be responsible
for this accident, but another two witnesses claimed that
the driver of the car driving from north to south should
be responsible for this accident. If you were the police,
please rate trustworthiness of the four witnesses respec-
tively based on the following information of the witnesses.’
As with the practice trial, after participants understood
the background of the task, the social identities of the wit-
nesses were presented and participants were asked to rate
their trustworthiness. One of the four witnesses had four
presented social identities as follows: ‘local citizen’ (Ben
Shi Shi Min), ‘enterprise employee’ (Qi Ye Yuan Gong),
‘university graduate’ (Ben Ke Xue Li) and ‘Communist
Party member’ (Gong Chan Dang Yuan). The four iden-
tities were common and had the same word length in
Chinese (four-character phrases, their Chinese phonetic
script were given in parentheses). Another three witnesses
had one to three social identities that were randomly se-
lected from the above four identities in each trial. Each
witness’s information and a 7-point scale were presented
on a separate screen, and the four screens for each wit-
ness were presented randomly for each participant. Upon
the number key press, the current screen was replaced with
the next screen. When participants had completed the rat-
ing of four witnesses’ trustworthiness, they were carefully
debriefed and dismissed.

Results and Discussion

To clarify whether the credibility allotted to each social
identity was not different, we examined the judgments of
trustworthiness toward the trustees who had one social
identity. A between-subjects ANOVA on the judgments of
trustworthiness showed that there were no significant dif-
ferences between the four social identities, F(3, 55) = 0.36,
p > .25, " = .019 (Local citizen: M = 4.27, SD = 1.67,
95% CI = [3.60, 4.93], N = 15; Enterprise employee:
M = 4.33, SD = 1.35, 95% CI = [3.67, 5.00], N = 15;
Communist Party member: M = 4.33, SD = 1.11, 95%
CI = [3.67,5.00], N = 15; University graduate: M = 4.71,
SD = 0.83,95% CI = [4.03, 5.40], N = 14).
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Figure 1

Mean trustworthiness toward trustees in Experiment 1 as a function of the quantity of social identities that the trustees had. Error bars depict £1 SEM.

As shown in Figure 1, the judgments of trustworthi-
ness rose with the quantity of social identities increasing
from 1 to 4. A within-subjects ANOVA on the judgments
of trustworthiness revealed a significant main effect of the
quantity of social identities, F(3, 174) = 8.64, p < .001,
1,* = .130. Post hoc tests (LSD) indicated that the judg-
ments of trustworthiness toward both the trustees who
had three social identities (M = 4.93, SD = 1.11, 95%
CI = [4.64, 5.22]) and the trustees who had four social
identities (M = 4.98, SD = 1.20, 95% CI = [4.67, 5.29])
were significantly higher than the trustees who had one
social identity (M = 4.41, SD = 1.26, 95% CI = [4.08,
4.74]; ps < .001) and the trustee who had two identities
(M = 4.63, SD = 1.20, 95% CI = [4.31, 4.94]; p; = .017,
p> = .011), but there were no significant differences be-
tween the trustees with one social identity and two social
identities (p=.091), or between three social identities and
four social identities (p > .25).

EXPERIMENT 2

In Experiment 2, we aimed to strengthen our evidence
from Experiment 1 and find out whether the higher rating
on trustees’ trustworthiness was a result of the increase in
the number of social identities, or whether it was only due
to more information that enhanced the participants’ sense
of control (Baronas & Louis, 1988; Rortveit et al., 2015).
We compared the trustworthiness judgment based on so-
cial identity information with the one based on physical
information irrelevant to the social identities.

Method
Participants
One hundred students (51 female; mean age = 20.33 years,
SD = 1.56) from a university in Beijing individually par-
ticipated in the 10-minute experiment, with a return of

5 RMB as compensation. Their majors included finance,
social work, law, sociology and mathematics (a total of 39
majors). G*Power analysis indicated that at least 36 sub-
jects were required to detect effects with an effect size of
d = .25, alpha = .05, and power = .95 when the type of
test was a mixed-design ANOVA.

Design and Procedure

Experiment 2 was a 4 (the amount of trustee’s informa-
tion: 1 vs. 2 vs. 3 vs. 4) x 2 (the type of information: social
identity vs. physical information) mixed design, with the
amount of information as a within-subjects factor and
the type of information as a between-subjects factor. Four
words about physical information were as follows: ‘wear-
ing black-framed glasses’ (Hei Kuang Yan Jing), ‘average
height’ (Shen Gao Zhong Deng), ‘thin body’ (Ti Xing
Pian Shou) and ‘wearing a white shirt’ (Bai Se Shang Yi).
The four words were common and had the same length
in Chinese (four-character phrases, their Chinese pho-
netic script was given in parentheses). Participants were
randomly assigned to the two conditions. The experimen-
tal environment, apparatus, and procedure were identical
to Experiment 1 except that in the physical information
group, the presented information of the witnesses was
physical information instead of social identities.

Results and Discussion

We examined how the amount of trustees’ information
and the information type influenced the judgments of
trustees’ trustworthiness (depicted in Figure 2).

A mixed-design ANOVA on the judgments of trust-
worthiness revealed a significant main effect of the amount
of information, F(3, 294) = 10.84, p < .001, 1,> = .100;
a significant main effect of the type of information, F(1,
98) = 17.15, p < .001, 5> = .149; and a significant
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Table 1

The Effect of the Amount and Type of Trustees’ Information on Their Trustworthiness in Experiment 2

Trustworthiness

Amount Social identity Physical information Simple effects
1 4.68 (1.06), 95% Cl [4.38, 4.98] 4.32 (1.17), 95% Cl [3.99, 4.65] SI=PI
2 5.18 (1.06), 95% CI [4.88, 5.48] 4.26 (1.23), 95% CI [3.91, 4.61] SI> Pl
3 5.14(1.03), 95% Cl [4.85, 5.43] 4.68 (1.20), 95% Cl [4.34, 5.02] SI>PI
4 5.54(1.01), 95% CI [5.25, 5.83] 4.98 (1.20), 95% Cl [4.67, 5.29] SI > Pl

Simple effects 4>1,2,3:2,3>1;2=3

4>1,2,31=2=3

Note: Means, standard deviations (in parentheses), and 95% confidence intervals (Cls) were calculated with participant as the unit of observation. Trustworthiness was the dependent

variable. The amount of trustees’ personal information (the ‘amount’, a within-subjects variable) and the type of information (social identity vs. physical information, a between-subjects
variable) were independent variables. The last column lists the simple effects of information type at each level of amount, and the last row lists the simple effects of amount at each level
of information type. Sl refers to the social identity group and P! refers to physical information group. >" means significantly higher, and ‘=" means no significant difference (see the text

for details). N = 50 for each group.

— Social identities - - -« Physical Information

56 1

54

48 -

Trustworthiness

46 -

1 2

Amount of Words

Figure 2

Mean trustworthiness toward trustees in Experiment 2 as a function of their quantity of social identities or psychical information. Error bars depict 1 SEM.

interaction effect, F(3, 294) = 2.72, p = .045, n,* = .027.
Table 1 lists the main results from the experiment.

We conducted a within-subjects ANOVA for simple
effects of information type at each level of amount. It was
found that the judgments of trustworthiness toward the
trustees with social identity information were significantly
higher than the trustees with physical information when
the numbers were two [ F(1, 98) = 16.08, npz =.141], three
[F(1,98) = 14.12, 15,> = .101], and four [F(1, 98) = 14.94,
np> = .132], ps < .001. But there was no significant differ-
ence of trustworthiness between the trustees with differ-
ent types of information when the number was one [F(1,
98) = 2.61, p = .11, m,*> = .026]. These results roughly
showed that trustees with social identity information were
judged as more trustworthy than those with physical
information.

We then analysed simple effects of amount at each level
of information type. In the social identity group, there was
a significant effect of quantity, F(3,294) = 10.56, p < .001,
1,” = .108. Following pairwise comparisons indicated that

the trustees with four social identities were significantly
higher in trustworthiness than those with one social iden-
tity (p < .001), and those with two or three identities
(ps = .001); the trustees with two or three social identi-
ties were significantly higher in trustworthiness than those
with one social identity (p; = .001, p, = .003), but there
was no significant difference between those with two and
three social identities (p > .25). Altogether, the result pat-
tern was roughly consistent with Experiment 1. For the
physical information group, there was also a significant
effect of amount, F(3, 294) = 3.00, p = .031, np2 = .030;
however, the results of pairwise comparisons were differ-
ent: trustworthiness toward the trustees with four words
(phrases) of physical information was significantly higher
than that toward the trustees with two or three words
(p1 =.012, p, = .025), and marginally significantly higher
than that of those with one word of physical information
(p = .071), but there were no significant differences be-
tween trustworthiness toward the trustees with one, two
and three words about physical information (ps > .25).
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For the two types of information, the trustworthiness
increased with the amount of words, but the increase was
more pronounced in the social identity group than in
the physical information group (1,” was .108 vs. .030).
To substantiate this claim, regression slopes were com-
puted for each participant and compared across the type
of information, showing a marginally significant differ-
ence between the mean slope of the social identity group
(B=.25) and the mean slope of the physical information
group (B=.12), #(98) = 1.76, p = .082, d = .35.

General Discussion

Based on our conceptual expansion of social identity com-
plexity theory (Brewer & Pierce, 2005; Roccas & Brewer,
2002), the present study examined how the objective so-
cial identity complexity of trustees affected their trust-
worthiness. As a whole, Experiments 1 and 2 revealed
that with the increase of trustees’ objective social identity
complexity (i.e., more social identities being presented),
their trustworthiness systematically rose. The result sup-
ported our hypothesis and was consistent with the pre-
vious study (Xin & Xin, 2014). Experiment 2 found that
increasing trustees’ other personal information such as
physical information did not have such robust effect on
trustworthiness as social identity did, which suggests the
special and vital role of objective social identity complexity
in facilitating trustworthiness.

These results can be interpreted by the particular
functional mechanism of social identity. First, individ-
uals might find more similarities between themselves and
trustees with high objective social identity complexity,
which brings these trustees more possibilities of being
classified as in-group members (Crisp & Hewstone, 2007),
even if they were strangers or out-group members. As
was found, in-group members are usually perceived as
more trustworthy than out-group members (e.g., Brewer,
2008; Platow et al., 2012; Tanis & Postmes, 2005). Second,
trustees” high objective social identity complexity effec-
tively reduces social distance that individuals perceive be-
tween themselves and trustees, and closer social distance
leads individuals to judge the trustees as more trustworthy
(Xin & Xin, 2014). Previous studies have indicated that the
more clues concerning the social characteristics of others
we have, the closer the social distance we perceive be-
tween ourselves and others (e.g., Charness & Gneezy, 2008;
Hoffman, McCabe, & Smith, 1996). Social identity could
be regarded as a type of social clue. And close social dis-
tance can further enhance the judgment of others’ trust-
worthiness (Buchan, Johnson, & Croson, 2002; Glaeser,
Laibson, Scheinkman, & Soutter, 2000; Rigdon, Ishii,
Watabe, & Kitayama, 2009).

Comparing with social identity information, other
types of personal information (e.g., personal physical in-
formation in the present research) are not important to
classify others as in-group members, nor do they have the
same functions mentioned above, such as for reducing so-

cial distance. Although increasing the amount of trustees’
other personal physical information improves their trust-
worthiness for enhancing sense of control (Baronas &
Louis, 1988; Rortveit et al., 2015), the effect is not as salient
as that of social identity and its effect size is much smaller
than increasing the number of social identities.

The present research has important implications.
First, we developed a new method to operationalise
social identity complexity and proved its special role.
Brewer et al. (Brewer & Pierce, 2005; Miller et al., 2009;
Roccas & Brewer, 2002) measured social identity complex-
ity through the perceived overlap among one’s multiple
in-group memberships, while the present research used a
new index, the quantity of social identities, which could
reflect social identity complexity more objectively and di-
rectly. Moreover, the present research indeed revealed the
special and vital role of objective social identity complexity
in facilitating trustworthiness. Based on the two dimen-
sions of subjective-objective and self-others, we provided a
new classification of four types of social identity complex-
ity (Xin & Xin, 2014), which opens a new research field
for empirically investigating each type of social identity
complexity and its antecedents and consequences.

Second, the present research also has important prac-
tical implications with respect to rebuilding social trust.
Trust enables people to cooperate with each other (Righetti
& Finkenauer, 2011), contributes to smooth social func-
tioning (Arrow, 1972), and enhances economic efficiency
(Fukuyama, 1995). Thus, it is important to maintain a
high trust level among individuals or groups. However,
the decline of trust has become a prominent social prob-
lem in many countries such as United States (Twenge,
Campbell, & Carter, 2014) and China (Xin & Zhou, 2012;
Xin & Xin, 2017). For example, from 1998 to 2009, inter-
personal trust of Chinese college students has decreased
by 1.19 standard deviations (Xin & Zhou, 2012), which
suggests that other people and society are increasingly per-
ceived as untrustworthy. The present research provides an
easily operational way to improve social identity complex-
ity and subsequently increase trust with its findings that
individuals perceived strangers as more trustworthy af-
ter becoming aware that trustees possessed multiple social
identities.

For instance, a doctor might have other social iden-
tities such as driver or party member. The doctor could
present his or her multiple identities to the patients via
the hospital websites or display boards, to improve his or
her trustworthiness. In fact, trust decline and rebuild is
a worldwide issue (Xin & Liu, 2013), so we believe the
present findings have extensive implications.

Notwithstanding its contributions, the current re-
search exhibits some limitations. The present two exper-
iments were both carried out with university students,
which is a fairlyhomogeneous sample. The generalisability
of the findings to other social groups should be examined
and verified in future research. In addition, we did not
explore the impact of trustors’ social identity complexity
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on their judgment of others’ trustworthiness. A previous
study has found that activating trustors’ high social iden-
tity complexity produced a high level of interpersonal trust
(Xin et al., 2016). However, the interaction of trustors and
trustees’ social identity complexity is still unclear. Further
research could address this interesting and valuable issue.
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