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A B S T R A C T

Decreased social functioning and high levels of loneliness and social isolation are common in schizophrenia
spectrum disorders (SSD), contributing to reduced quality of life. One key contributor to social impairment is low
social motivation, which may stem from aberrant neural processing of socially rewarding or punishing stimuli.
To summarize research on the neurobiology of social motivation in SSD, we performed a systematic literature
review of neuroimaging studies involving the presentation of social stimuli intended to elicit feelings of reward
and/or punishment. Across 11 studies meeting criteria, people with SSD demonstrated weaker modulation of
brain activity in regions within a proposed social interaction network, including prefrontal, cingulate, and
striatal regions, as well as the amygdala and insula. Firm conclusions regarding neural differences in SSD in these
regions, as well as connections within networks, are limited due to conceptual and methodological incon-
sistencies across the available studies. We conclude by making recommendations for the study of social reward
and punishment processing in SSD in future research.

Schizophrenia spectrum disorders (SSD), including schizophrenia,
schizoaffective disorder, and schizophreniform disorder, are char-
acterized by impairments in social functioning. Available pharmacolo-
gical and behavioral treatments are generally effective for positive
symptoms, including hallucinations and delusions (Kirkpatrick et al.,
2006). However, cognitive deficits (e.g., memory and decision-making
impairments; Nuechterlein and Dawson, 1984) and negative symptoms
(e.g., motivational impairment; Andreasen, 1982) remain key con-
tributors to social functioning impairment and associated burden
throughout the illness (Foussias and Remington, 2008; Fulford et al.,
2018a). These symptoms are less responsive to intervention than po-
sitive symptoms (Kirkpatrick et al., 2006). It is thus critical to improve
our mechanistic understanding of cognitive deficits and negative
symptoms of SSD to inform the development of effective treatments for
social impairment.

Social impairment is typically chronic and contributes to reduced
quality of life in SSD (Fulford et al., 2013; Velthorst et al., 2017). People
with SSD often report high levels of loneliness (Eglit et al., 2018), less
connection with family, and fewer friends than people without SSD
(Bellack et al., 1990; Corrigan and Phelan, 2004; Fulford et al., 2018a;
Mueser and Bellack, 1998). In the general population, social isolation
and loneliness contribute to poorer mental and physical health out-
comes, including rates of early mortality on par with smoking and

obesity (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2015; Steptoe et al., 2013), making it
especially important to understand contributors to social impairment in
SSD.

Many factors contribute to impaired social functioning in people
with SSD. Social skill deficits, such as problems with conversational
turn-taking, active listening, and appropriate eye contact and affective
expression, have been well studied (Bellack et al., 1990; Mueser et al.,
1991; Mueser and Bellack, 1998). These deficits are associated with
lower subjective quality of life (Salokangas et al., 2006). General cog-
nitive deficits, lack of meaningful relationships early in life, and limited
opportunities for practice during critical developmental periods con-
tribute to social skill deficits (Bellack et al., 1990). Other key con-
tributors to social impairment in SSD include social cognitive deficits,
including diminished Theory of Mind (ToM), facial affect recognition,
and emotion recognition abilities (Penn et al., 2008). Positive symp-
toms, especially delusional thinking (viz. suspiciousness and paranoia),
can also interfere with the development of trust critical for social
connection (Gromann et al., 2013). It is worth noting that positive
symptoms are effectively managed with medication and psychotherapy,
and social skill and social cognition deficits can improve with existing
cognitive and behavioral interventions (Kopelowicz et al., 2006; Kurtz
and Richardson, 2011; Pinkham et al., 2007; Pinkham and Penn, 2006).

One area of research concerning social dysfunction in SSD that has
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received less attention is the role of social motivation. Reward and
punishment learning are central components of motivation (Green
et al., 2015; Salamone and Correa, 2012). Prior work suggests that
people with SSD show deficits in initiating responses that are reinforced
with rewards (i.e., positive reinforcement; Reinen et al., 2014) but
demonstrate intact learning when rewards are removed, as well as
avoidance of actions leading to loss (i.e., negative punishment; Strauss
et al., 2013). Further, while responsivity to the receipt, removal, or
absence of reward appears to be similar to people without SSD, there is
evidence that those with SSD have difficulty processing the frequency
with which rewards follow instrumental responses (Gold et al., 2008).
Deficits in reward and punishment learning may be a consequence of
memory deficits that impact recollection of high-arousal interactions
(Herbener, 2008), or abnormalities in the value representation of re-
warding or punishing stimuli (Gold et al., 2008).

Our understanding of motivational impairment in people with SSD
is primarily based on research using nonsocial stimuli, such as mone-
tary reward. Prior literature suggests both types of reward are asso-
ciated with similar neural activation patterns (i.e., a “common neural
currency”; see (Gu et al., 2019; Izuma et al., 2008; Wake and Izuma,
2017). However, social interactions are complex and dynamic, with
high levels of ambiguity regarding potential for reward (e.g., accep-
tance) or punishment (e.g., rejection; FeldmanHall and Shenhav, 2019).
For these reasons, nonsocial rewards as presented in existing paradigms
(e.g., losing money) may not adequately capture the qualities of social
interaction that contribute to impairment in social motivation (see
Fulford et al., 2018a,b). Studies observing common neural representa-
tions of social and nonsocial reward have commonly used stimuli that
are similarly static, and may therefore not have captured the full
complexity involved in social processing (Gu et al., 2019; Izuma et al.,
2008). It is also possible that social reward processing may both overlap
with and extend beyond regions involved in processing nonsocial re-
ward due to the additional complexities of social interactions.

Behavioral studies have explored social reward and punishment in
SSD through game-like tasks, live interactions, and virtual reality.
Findings from these studies suggest abnormalities in social reward and
punishment valuation and reduced reward learning in SSD relative to
controls (Catalano et al., 2018; Hanssen et al., 2019, 2018). Reward and
punishment processing is also linked to social behavior in SSD. For
instance, some prior literature has suggested that individuals with SSD
perform worse on tasks while receiving praise (Berkowitz, 1964;
Cavanaugh et al., 1960; Irwin and Renner, 1969). Conversely, a recent
study found that praise improved effort expenditure in both SSD and
controls, but higher levels of social withdrawal in participants with SSD
were associated with lower effort expended with or without praise
(Fulford et al., 2018b). Additionally, people with SSD appear to de-
monstrate abnormal social approach and avoidance behaviors asso-
ciated with responses to social reward and punishment. In one study,
individuals with SSD were found to show reductions in both ap-
proaching rewarding, or happy, faces, and avoiding punishing, or
angry, faces (Radke et al., 2015). Another study found that compared
with controls, those with SSD were faster to avoid rewarding (happy)
faces with an averted gaze, and approached experimenters less in a
personal space task (de la Asuncion et al., 2015). Nonetheless, the
mechanisms underlying deficits in social motivation in SSD remain
unclear. Understanding the neural mechanisms contributing to reduced
social motivation in SSD, including the neural correlates of social re-
ward and punishment, has the potential to inform treatment targets for
social impairment (Ochsner, 2008; Rosenfeld et al., 2010).

Neural processing of social reward and punishment in humans has
recently been proposed to be localized to three distinct systems, or
networks (see Fig. 1; Redcay and Schilbach, 2019). The “mentalizing
network,” comprising the temporoparietal junction (TPJ), superior
temporal sulcus (STS), inferior frontal gyrus (IFG), posterior cingulate
cortex (PCC), precuneus, anterior temporal lobe (aTL), and dorsal and
ventral medial prefrontal cortex (dmPFC, vmPFC), is typically more

active during socially interactive cognitive tasks than equally complex
non-social or non-interactive tasks (e.g., ToM; Alkire et al., 2018;
Ciaramidaro et al., 2013). The “mirror neuron” network is comprised of
the inferior parietal lobe (IPL), intraparietal sulcus (IPS), and ventral
premotor cortex (vPMC); this network is generally more active while
observing others’ communicative actions than while observing non-
communicative actions and is hypothesized to support preparation of
movements that respond to such actions (Ciaramidaro et al., 2013). The
third network, referred to as the “reward” or “affective network” and,
alternately, the “social pain network,” comprises the anterior cingulate
cortex (ACC) and anterior insula (aINS) (Schmälzle et al., 2017), as well
as the amygdala, orbitofrontal cortex (OFC), and ventral striatum (VS)
(Gordon et al., 2013; Pfeiffer et al., 2014). This network is more active
in the context of salient stimuli (e.g., social interactions), including both
social reward and punishment, than during affectively neutral social
interactions, relative to other networks; as such, we refer to this net-
work as the affective network in this review. The mentalizing, mirror
neuron, and affective networks together have been collectively referred
to as the social interaction network (see Redcay and Schilbach, 2019). Of
note, this system includes regions that are implicated in many different
functions; as such, the aforementioned labels are not intended to serve
as a complete description of each region’s function, but rather to or-
ganize their potential role within the particular context of social in-
teractions.

Structural differences in various regions implicated in the social
interaction network have been identified in people with SSD, including
smaller amygdala, left mPFC, bilateral ACC, bilateral STS, right insula,
and precuneus volume than healthy controls (Kubota et al., 2012;
Namiki et al., 2007; Yamada et al., 2007). Other studies have found
enlarged grey matter volumes in the basal ganglia (encompassing the
ventral striatum), possibly due to chronic use of typical (in contrast
with atypical) antipsychotics (Scherk and Falkai, 2006), and reduced
grey matter volume in frontal and temporal lobes (Schultz et al., 2010;
Shenton et al., 2010) in SSD. Although these structural abnormalities
have been observed in relation to other factors, such as development
(i.e., volume is thought to decrease over time), antipsychotic medica-
tion, and ventricle size (i.e., larger ventricles are often observed
alongside reduced grey matter), the actual causes of volume reductions
in SSD remain largely unknown (Shenton et al., 2010). In all, there is
evidence that regions involved in the mentalizing and affective net-
works are reduced in grey matter volume in people with SSD. It is thus
also possible that people with SSD demonstrate abnormal function in
these regions in addition to structure.

In this systematic review we qualitatively summarize published
work examining social reward and punishment in functional neuroi-
maging studies of people with SSD. Due to the relative nascence of this
line of research, including the limited number of studies and high
variability among the tasks and analyses used, we determined that a
meta-analysis would be premature at this time. For the purposes of this
review, we define social reward and punishment as social stimuli de-
signed to elicit the experience of acceptance (e.g., praise) or rejection
(e.g., criticism) in the participant. We focus on studies that explicitly
manipulated social reward and punishment within the context of a task
administered during neuroimaging. In our synthesis of the existing
studies, we address inconsistencies in the research, from the variability
in operationalization of social reward and punishment, to the beha-
vioral and neuroimaging methods used to measure these constructs. We
conclude with recommending directions of future work.

1. Methods

We conducted a systematic review of the literature related to the
functional neuroimaging of social reward and punishment in SSD. We
structured our review according the Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA; Moher et al., 2009)
guidelines.
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1.1. Literature search strategy

Our search was conducted through three databases: PubMed,
PsycINFO, and Web of Science. The search was restricted to “Title/
Abstract” in PubMed, “Abstract” in PsycINFO, and “Topic” in Web of
Science. Upon initial search, only two relevant studies before the year
2000 were identified, neither of which met inclusion criteria. As 2000
was the first year in which relevant studies were published, we used this
as the starting year for our search. We used a comprehensive approach
to defining our search terms to capture wide variation in the mea-
surement of social reward and punishment. We selected search terms
based on those identified in the existing literature and through dis-
cussion among the authors.

The final list of search terms included the following: (Neuroimaging
OR MRI OR scanner OR imaging OR fMRI) AND Social* AND (Reward*
OR reinforcement OR drive OR affiliati* OR trust OR "social inclusion"
OR "social interaction" OR effort OR decision-making OR motivation OR
pleasure OR friends* OR feedback OR “social orienting” OR “social
exchange” OR “social evaluation” OR cooperati* OR praise OR com-
munication OR approval OR acceptance OR prosocial OR “social va-
luation” OR peer* OR “social anhedonia” OR rejection OR “social
punishment” OR “social comparison” OR criticism OR “social stress”
OR exclusion) AND (Schizop* OR schizoa* OR psychosis OR psychotic).
Additional articles were identified within the reference lists of the ar-
ticles found from our database search. The search was performed on
December 6, 2019.

1.2. Study inclusion criteria

We included studies that met the following eligibility criteria: 1)
published between January 1, 2000 and December 31, 2019; 2) pub-
lished as an empirical article in a peer-reviewed journal; 3) written or
translated in English; 4) conducted in people with SSD (i.e., schizo-
phrenia, schizoaffective disorder, schizophreniform disorder); 5) used
neuroimaging (e.g., MRI, EEG, PET); 6) included a paradigm involving
both the presentation of social stimuli (“social” being broadly defined
as the appearance of or communication from another human in the
stimulus) and a measurement of response (neural, behavioral, or both)
to the social stimuli; 7) involved stimuli that were intended to elicit a
positive (rewarding) or negative (punishing) emotional state; and 8) the
reward or punishment experienced during the study was intended to be
directly elicited by the social components of the stimuli.

Studies that measured social cognition (e.g., theory of mind or
emotion recognition) but not emotional or motivational responses to
social stimuli were not included. The distinction between these two
concepts was determined from the following: 1) whether the authors
explicitly defined a stimulus as rewarding or punishing, 2) whether the
participants rated a stimulus as rewarding or punishing through self-
report, or 3) whether participants’ behaviors in the task were inter-
preted as responsive to reward or punishment (e.g., choosing stimuli
that were rewarded, demonstrating learning based on reward cues).
Papers were excluded if they did not meet at least one of these three
criteria. Studies including paradigms where reward or punishment was
non-social (e.g., monetary or points-based), or that only examined
correlations between neural structure or function and self-reported real-
world social activity (i.e., quality of life questionnaires), were excluded.
Furthermore, studies with individuals at clinical high risk for psychosis
were not included. Some articles included stimuli with a social com-
ponent along with nonsocial stimuli; if the authors did not analyze
responses to the social and nonsocial stimuli separately, the paper was
not considered to examine purely social reward and was thus excluded.
No papers were excluded based on either regions of interest (ROIs) or
the analytic approach. Because no studies were found that used a dif-
ferent modality and met all other seven criteria, we focus solely on task-
based fMRI in this review.

2. Results

Our search returned a total of 761 publications, with 493 remaining
after removing duplicates. Three of the 493 articles were found through
additional sources (e.g., in the citations of another included article). A
total of 461 articles were excluded after reviewing the title/abstract,
leaving 31 articles remaining. Of these, 20 articles were excluded after
the full text review (see Supplementary Materials for reasons for ex-
clusion). A total of 11 articles were included after reviewing the full text
(see Fig. 2). We begin by presenting general characteristics of these
studies, then summarize the experimental results in relation to the
aforementioned affective, mentalizing, and mirror neuron networks.

2.1. Study characteristics

Of the included studies, eight recruited people with schizophrenia,
one with either schizophrenia or schizoaffective disorder, one with non-
affective psychosis, and one with first-episode psychosis (FEP; see

Fig. 1. Image adapted from Redcay and Schilbach (2019). Regions previously associated with affective, mentalizing, and mirror neuron systems, all comprising the
social interaction system. Numbers in the image labels represent the number of reviewed studies reporting findings in the respective region. Regions depicted above:
TPJ = temporoparietal junction, STS = superior temporal sulcus, aTL = anterior temporal lobe, PCC = posterior cingulate cortex, dmPFC= dorsomedial prefrontal
cortex, vmPFC = ventromedial prefrontal cortex, IPL = inferior parietal lobe, IPS = intraparietal sulcus, vPMC = ventral premotor cortex, aINS = anterior insula,
ACC = anterior cingulate cortex, OFC = orbitofrontal cortex, VS = ventral striatum. See Table 2 for findings within these regions.
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Table 1). All but one study included a healthy control group, and one
study included a third group of participants at clinical high risk for
psychosis in addition to the SSD group. All studies had majority male
participants in both psychosis and healthy control groups.

Studies used an array of experimental designs, falling into two
general categories: 1) paradigms in which participants passively ob-
served socially rewarding or punishing images (“passive observation”),
or 2) interactive paradigms, in which participants received rewarding
or punishing social feedback (“social engagement”). Passive observa-
tion and social engagement tasks have previously been described as
“third person” and “second person” tasks, respectively (Redcay and
Schilbach, 2019). Two studies involved passive observation of social
feedback that was personalized to each participant. We considered
these social engagement tasks because their personal nature required
engagement with those giving social feedback from the participant
prior to stimulus creation.

2.2. Neuroimaging methods

Studies varied in hardware used. Five studies used a General Electric
Signa, two used a Siemens Trio, one used a Siemens Magnetom, and
three used Philips scanners (Achieva, Gyroscan Intera, and one un-
specified). Seven studies used a 3 T scanner, and four used 1.5 T. ROI
and whole-brain analyses were used in all but one of the studies, which
compared groups based on average complexity of the BOLD signal (see
Table 2 for regions investigated in contrast analyses). Five studies
performed only a whole-brain analysis, while four studies performed
both whole-brain and a priori ROI analyses, one of which only reported
whole brain results in supplementary materials due to a low threshold
and thus are not discussed in this review. Only one study used pre-
determined ROIs and no exploratory whole-brain analysis. In addition

to a whole-brain analysis, one study also measured functional con-
nectivity from BOLD signal collected during the task. In total, among
the 11 studies, nine reported between-group comparisons. Nine studies
contributed to 16 within-group contrasts reported in this review; the
remaining two did not report contrasts, but used correlation analyses
instead. It should be noted that while regional activation was analyzed
in these studies in temporal relation to the stimuli presented, no causal
inferences can be drawn from the results.

2.3. Passive observation paradigms

Four studies used paradigms in which participants passively ob-
served static social images. One of these studies presented rewarding
images, one presented punishing images, and two presented both re-
warding and punishing images in separate conditions.

Berger, Bitsch, Nagels, Straube, & Falkenberg (2018) showed 31
participants with SSD and 19 without SSD humorous (rewarding) and
neutral cartoon images (Fig. 3A) and asked them to rate how funny
each image was. Analyses involved a between-group contrast (SSD vs.
controls), a within-group contrast (funny vs. neutral), and correlations
between subjective funniness ratings and neural activity. While greater
activation was present in response to humorous than neutral images
across several brain regions in both groups, there were some notable
group differences in which regions showed greater activation. In people
with SSD (but not in controls), greater activation was found while
viewing humorous than neutral images in the TPJ, IFG, left medial
temporal gyrus (MTG), striatum, left midcingulate cortex (MCC), pre-
cuneus, cerebellum, right superior temporal gyrus (STG), and right
temporal pole. Control participants showed greater activation in bi-
lateral ACC, mPFC, dorsal striatum, insula, left amygdala, SFG, and
middle frontal gyrus (MFG) during humor vs. neutral trials compared to

Fig. 2. Detailed overview of systematic selection of articles using the PRISMA guidelines.
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people with SSD. No areas were significantly more associated with
neutral compared to humorous stimuli, nor were any areas significantly
more active overall in people with SSD than in healthy participants. In
reference to the social interaction network, both the mentalizing and
affective networks were represented in the regions demonstrating group
differences in activation, including the ACC, insula, and amygdala

(affective), and the mPFC (mentalizing), suggesting decreased affective
processing of rewarding social information in SSD compared to con-
trols. Activation of additional components of the mentalizing network
(i.e., TPJ, IFG, and precuneus) during the humor condition in the SSD
group only suggests abnormally increased processing during menta-
lizing or social engagement while viewing humorous images in SSD.

(caption on next page)
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One study contrasted neural responses to socially punishing vs.
neutral stimuli within and between groups of 36 people with SSD and
40 controls. Lindner et al. (2014) used images of faces expressing
happiness (reward) and disgust (punishment) in unmasked and masked
conditions (i.e., presented at speeds at which participants could or
could not consciously perceive the faces, respectively). An additional
contrast of neural activation during happy vs. neutral expressions was
included as a control condition for further correlational analyses. Both
groups of participants demonstrated higher activation in the insula,
part of the affective network, during unmasked disgust vs. neutral ex-
pressions, and reduced insula activation in response to masked disgust
vs. neutral expressions. Those with SSD also showed reduced insula
activation compared to controls in response to the masked expressions
only.

Lee et al. (2018) utilized an existing paradigm (Lin et al., 2011) that
probabilistically presented monetary gain (reward), loss (punishment),
and no gain or loss (neutral) in response to participants’ choices be-
tween two images of slot machines with varying geometric shapes on
the front (Fig. 3B). In a second condition, the authors replaced mone-
tary stimuli with smiling (reward), angry (punishment), or neutral
faces. Successful reward or punishment learning was operationalized as
the proportion of optimal choices made over time. Data were collected
in 27 people with SSD and 25 controls, and were analyzed using both
ROI and whole-brain approaches. A priori ROIs were established in the
VS, mPFC, and ACC. Analyses contrasted social vs. nonsocial reward
stimuli within and between participants with and without SSD. A sig-
nificant group by reward type interaction suggested that people with
SSD, but not healthy participants, demonstrated less activation during
social than non-social reward across all three ROIs, though activation
was similar between groups in comparison to the neutral condition.
Additional whole-brain analyses did not identify group or condition
differences in any other regions. Activity within the VS and ACC,
components of the affective network, was modulated by social and
nonsocial reward, while the mPFC, a component of the mentalizing
network, was also more associated with social than non-social stimuli.
No group differences were found in neural processing of reward or
punishment alone.

One study compared the experience of both reward and punishment
to neutral stimuli. Bjorkquist and Herbener (2013) used International
Affective Picture System (IAPS) stimuli to measure participants’ emo-
tional responses to both positive and negative social (having at least
one human present in the picture; see Fig. 3C) and nonsocial images
that were affective (including positively-valenced and negatively-va-
lenced images; see Fig. 3C) or neutral. Data were collected in 14 people
with SSD and 14 controls. Analyses contrasted neural responses be-
tween groups (SSD vs. controls), as well as to social vs. nonsocial
images within groups, separately for affective and neutral images. In
the analysis contrasting the affective and neutral stimuli, two spatially
grouped clusters of regions showed significant between-group activa-
tion: the temporo-occipital cluster involved the inferior temporal gyrus
(ITG), right MTG, and middle occipital gyri, and the cingulate cluster
involved the right MCC and bilateral ACC. Control participants, but not
participants with SSD, had greater activation during social than

nonsocial images in the temporo-occipital cluster, and this effect was
greater in the affective pictures. In contrast, participants with SSD
showed greater activation during neutral than affective pictures (re-
gardless of social content), and greater activation during social than
nonsocial pictures (regardless of affective content), in the cingulate
cluster. An additional post-hoc ROI analysis revealed increased tha-
lamus activation during affective pictures over neutral pictures in both
groups. Of these regions, only the ACC (in the cingulate cluster) is in-
volved in the affective network; surprisingly, there was higher activity
in this cluster during neutral than affective images.

2.3.1. Summary of studies using passive observation paradigms
In all, 4 of the 11 studies included in this review used paradigms in

which participants passively observed socially rewarding or punishing
stimuli. Of these, one study found evidence of diminished mentalizing
network region activity during social stimulus viewing as well as evi-
dence for greater mentalizing network region activity for salient com-
pared to neutral social stimuli, in participants with SSD compared to
controls (Berger et al., 2018). One study found no difference in men-
talizing region activity between participants with SSD compared to
controls within social reward conditions as compared to neutral con-
ditions (Lee et al., 2018). All four studies demonstrated increased ac-
tivity in affective network regions in the context of social stimuli. Of
these, two studies found overall greater activation of regions in this
network in controls compared to participants with SSD (Berger et al.,
2018; Lindner et al., 2014) and one study found greater activation of
regions in the network in controls as compared with participants with
SSD while observing social, rather than nonsocial, stimuli (Lee et al.,
2018). In addition, one study (Bjorkquist and Herbener, 2013) found
greater activation during neutral compared to affective stimuli in
people with SSD only, but grouped reward and punishment together in
the same condition. None of the studies using passive observation of
social stimuli found significant group differences or within-group con-
trasts in the mirror neuron network. These results, however, are limited
by the passive quality of the stimuli. The interactive nature of social
engagement paradigms may provide a more ecologically valid set of
stimuli and reveal more complex patterns of neural activity.

2.4. Social engagement paradigms

In 7 of 11 studies included in this review, social stimuli were pre-
sented as feedback in a task or game. Of these, three studies used novel
paradigms in which positive and/or negative social feedback (i.e.,
praise, criticism, or exclusion) was provided either after or during a
condition in which participants also gave input to another person (or a
representation of another person). Two studies used a cooperative trust
game between participants and preprogrammed computer algorithms.
The remaining two studies used Cyberball, a well-validated social ex-
clusion paradigm (Williams et al., 2000).

Makowski et al. (2016) used a novel paradigm to examine re-
warding vs. neutral, punishing vs. neutral, and affective (combining
rewarding and punishing) vs. neutral feedback. Participants (15 with
SSD, 15 controls) completed personality questionnaires during an initial

Fig. 3. Depictions of tasks from included papers: Panel A: Image captured from Berger et al. (2018): participants were presented with a cartoon, followed by a screen
where they rated the cartoon’s funniness, followed by a fixation cross; Panel B: Image captured from J. Lee et al. (2018): participants selected one of two presented
slot machines, which resulted in monetary (left) or social (right) reward or punishment; Panel C: Image ccaptured from Bjorkquist and Herbener (2013): participants
viewed pictures from the IAPS. From left to right, images display negative, positive, and neutral images. The top row are examples of social images, while the bottom
row are examples of nonsocial images; Panel D: Image captured from Makowski et al. (2016): participants viewed their own image with various traits (top row of
images and row labeled “self”) in sequence. Participants also viewed images of others (row labeled “other”). Traits were “high social reward” or rewarding, “low
social reward” or punishing/critical, or “no social reward” or neutral (images in order from left to right); Panel E: Image captured from H. Lee et al. (2014):
participants viewed avatars (rows 1-3) that accepted or refused handshakes triggered by the participant raising their hand within the scanner (row 4); Panel F: Task
used in Gromann et al. (2013) and Lemmers-Jansen et al. (2018) (image captured from Lemmers-Jansen et al., 2018): participants played a neuroeconomics game.
Image displays examples of participants’ response; Panel G: Task used in Gradin et al. (2012) and Sokunbi et al. (2014) (image captured from Sokunbi et al., 2014):
Cyberball, in which participants virtually pass a ball back and forth between them and two other players. Participants are excluded when they are not passed the ball
an equal number of times as the other players.
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visit and were told that their responses would be rated by clinicians.
During an fMRI session two weeks later, participants viewed pictures of
themselves and of strangers; words describing personality traits that
ranged from positive (high social reward; e.g., “intelligent”) to negative
(low social reward; e.g., “careless”) were presented below the image
(see Fig. 3D). Participants were told that clinicians provided the ratings.
Subjective reward or punishment was measured through participants’
report of how desirable they considered each trait. All analyses in-
volved between-group contrasts. Reward vs. neutral contrasts com-
pared high social reward trait ratings given to the participant (“self”)
with high social reward trait ratings given to a stranger (“other”).
People with SSD and healthy participants both demonstrated greater
activation during self-related than other-related reward in frontal re-
gions (mPFC, IFG, bilateral ACC, SFG, and MFG). The two groups dif-
fered in their activation of MCC, posterior cingulate cortex (PCC), AG,
superior parietal gyrus (SPG), and inferior parietal gyrus (IPG), all of
which were more active while receiving self-related than other-related
reward in controls than participants with SSD. Frontal regions asso-
ciated with self-related rewards in both groups included those involved
in mentalizing (mPFC, IFG), affective (bilateral ACC), and mirror
neuron (IPG) networks. The PCC, a region implicated in the mentalizing
network, showed greater activation in controls than those with SSD
while viewing self-related reward, consistent with group differences in
mentalizing processes during social reward receipt.

Makowski et al. (2016) also examined the contrast between pun-
ishment (self-related low social reward traits) and neutral conditions
(other-related low social reward traits). Participants with SSD demon-
strated significantly increased activation during punishment in the right
frontal cortex, precuneus, AG, left calcarine gyrus, and right fusiform
gyrus, while control participants had increased activation only in the
left IFG. Of these regions, the left IFG and precuneus are implicated in
the mentalizing network, suggesting abnormal processing within men-
talizing regions in people with SSD while receiving negative social
feedback.

Makowski et al. (2016) reported a third contrast, in which condi-
tions were combined to contrast all self-related (high and low social
reward traits assigned to the participant, acting as an affective condi-
tion) and other-related (high and low social reward traits assigned to a
stranger, acting as control/neutral trials) conditions. Controls and
participants with SSD did not overlap in their neural activation during
combined reward and punishment, and activation patterns for both
groups were widely distributed throughout the brain. Control partici-
pants showed significant activation during self-related compared to
other-related traits in bilateral medial prefrontal regions, hippocampus,
amygdala, temporal regions, parietal areas, and occipital areas, en-
compassing regions in all three social interaction networks. Participants
with SSD, however, showed activation in the right pre- and post-central
gyri and parietal lobe during affective (self-related) compared to neu-
tral (other-related) traits, possibly involving regions contributing to the
mirror neuron network. Overall, findings suggest associations of ac-
tivity in different social interaction network regions in SSD with in-
terpretation of affective compared to neutral social feedback.

Three studies explored direct contrasts between rewarding and
punishing social feedback. In a study by H. Lee and colleagues (2014),
15 participants with SSD and 16 participants without SSD viewed social
interactions between themselves and individual avatars through a vir-
tual reality (VR) headset during fMRI. Within the VR environment, a
virtual avatar approached the participant, who was instructed to raise
their hand for a handshake, at which point a signal was sent via a
motion sensor attached to the participant’s hand. The avatar re-
presenting the participant in the VR environment would raise its hand
simultaneously (see Fig. 3E). The approaching avatar would respond to
this gesture by either accepting the handshake or rejecting it. Subjective
reports of feeling disliked and rejected by avatars were collected from
participants after each task condition. Analyses included between- (SSD
vs. controls) and within- (acceptance vs. refusal of handshake) group

contrasts. Regions that demonstrated significantly higher activity
during punishment/rejection than reward/acceptance included the
right posterior superior temporal sulcus (pSTS) and right thalamus in
the control group, and the left frontopolar cortex, right MFG and SFG,
and left ACC in those with SSD. In addition, the control group de-
monstrated higher activation than the SSD group during the punish-
ment condition in the right pSTS, right supramarginal gyrus (SMG), left
MCC, bilateral insula, and left cerebellum. Conversely, regions with
significantly higher activity during reward included the right para-
central lobule, bilateral superior parietal lobule, and left fusiform gyrus,
in the SSD group only. The mentalizing network was represented in this
study by the pSTS, which was associated more with punishment than
reward, and was more active in control participants than participants
with SSD. The affective network showed different activation patterns
between groups, with the ACC associated with punishment significantly
more than reward in SSD participants only, and the insula associated
more with punishment than reward in both groups, but with higher
activation in controls.

Lemmers-Jansen, Fett, Hanssen, Veltman, & Krabbendam (2018)
and Gromann et al. (2013) used a cooperative trust paradigm com-
monly used in neuroeconomics research (Berg et al., 1995; Fig. 3F).
Participants are given variable amounts of money and instructed to
invest a chosen amount that is given to another player (in reality, the
computer). The trustee receives triple the investment amount, and can
return as much or as little of their earnings to the participant. Condi-
tions are considered cooperative (rewarding) when the trustee returns
100, 150, or 200 percent of their earnings; they are considered de-
ceptive or unfair (punishing) when the trustee returns less than 100
percent (i.e., 50 or 75 percent). In both studies, change in the partici-
pant’s investment amount from their baseline amount for each trial was
used as a measure of reward or punishment, as it reflected the level of
trust the participant had developed in their partner. Lemmers-Jansen
et al. (2018) reported the contrast between cooperative and unfair
conditions, as well as between-group contrasts, using data from 22
participants with SSD and 43 controls. Though the TPJ and mPFC (both
components of the mentalizing network) were more active during un-
fair compared to cooperative conditions, no differences in activation
were found between participants with SSD and healthy controls.

It should be noted that the participants in this study by Lemmers-
Jansen et al. (2018) were characterized as FEP. Those who have ex-
perienced a single episode of psychosis do not necessarily go on to
develop SSD, and thus may display different patterns of neural func-
tioning (Alvarez-Jiménez et al., 2011; Robinson et al., 1999) Results
from this paper should be interpreted with caution in relation to the
other studies reviewed here, which examined neural activity in people
with more chronic forms of SSD; however, people with FEP have often
demonstrated more similar neural structure and processing to people
with chronic SSD than to controls (Wood et al., 2001; Woodward et al.,
2009).

Gromann et al. (2013), using the same contrasts (cooperative vs.
unfair; SSD vs. controls), also found condition differences in the mPFC;
however, contrary to the results from Lemmers-Jansen et al. (2018),
there was stronger activation in the mPFC during the cooperative
compared to unfair condition, which was found in both control (n =
20) and SSD (n = 20) groups. In addition, activation in the TPJ (also a
part of the mentalizing network) was greater in control participants
than participants with SSD, in both conditions. This group difference
was seen in the inferior parietal lobule (IPL) in both conditions, and was
revealed during only the cooperative condition in the right caudate
nucleus and MTG. The TPJ and mPFC are components of the menta-
lizing network, and the IPL is a component of the mirror neuron net-
work, suggesting multiple roles of the social interaction network during
cooperative interactions that differ in people with SSD and healthy
individuals.

In a study examining neural responses to social punishment, 11
participants with SSD listened to short audio clips of critical and neutral
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statements spoken about them by relatives and unfamiliar speakers
during fMRI (Rylands et al., 2011). Contrasts were reported as z-score
differences between activation in response to audio (neutral and critical
statements from both categories of speakers) compared to baseline
(silence). Of the 11 studies included in this systematic review, this was
the only one to not include an exploratory whole-brain analysis or a
control group. Analyses using a priori ROIs revealed significantly more
activation while listening to critical than neutral statements spoken by
relatives in the left IFG, left temporal cortex, and MFG. The ACC and
insula demonstrated significantly greater activation associated with
critical vs. neutral comments, also only during relatives’ speech. In
addition, the right precentral gyrus was associated with criticism from
relatives over baseline but no other conditions. Both the mentalizing
network (represented by the left IFG) and the affective network (re-
presented by the ACC and insula) showed similar patterns, suggesting
both networks are more active during criticism than neutral statements
in people with SSD.

Two additional studies modeled social punishment using the
Cyberball task (Williams et al., 2000) to examine neural responses to
social exclusion in SSD. Cyberball is a computer game in which the
participant is instructed to pass a ball to two other players (see Fig. 3C).
During the control condition, the participant receives the ball an equal
amount of time (30 %) as the other two players. During the exclusion
condition, however, the participant receives the ball only a small per-
centage of the time, or not at all. In both Gradin et al. (2012) and
Sokunbi et al. (2014), exclusion rates were set at 0, 25, 50, 75, and 100
percent. Subjective levels of social punishment in both studies were
determined from self-reported feelings of exclusion. Neither study re-
ported within- or between-group contrasts. Gradin et al. (2012) col-
lected data in 13 people with SSD and 16 people without SSD. They
found positive correlations between exclusion rates and neural activity
in mPFC, ventral ACC, and OFC in the control group only. For parti-
cipants with SSD, activity in the dorsal ACC, superior caudate, posterior
brain stem, fusiform gyrus, and cerebellum was negatively correlated
with rates of exclusion; that is, more exclusion was associated with less
regional activity. Rates of exclusion were also associated with less ac-
tivity in the precuneus in both participant groups. Results showed that
the part of the mentalizing network (mPFC) was active during control,
but not SSD, participants’ processing of social exclusion. The affective
network was also more active during processing of social exclusion in
the control group (within the ACC and OFC), yet was negatively cor-
related with rates of exclusion in the SSD group, suggesting abnormal
emotional processing during exclusion in people with SSD. Sokunbi
et al. (2014) did not analyze specific regions in the brain, but rather
reported correlations between two measures of signal complexity (a
measure of difficulty in describing or predicting a signal)—sample en-
tropy and Hurst exponent—and social distress scores (defined as self-
reported perceived exclusion) from 13 people with SSD and 16 people
without SSD. Participants with SSD had significantly higher overall
signal complexity than controls; however, signal complexity was un-
related to social distress across groups.

2.4.1. Summary of studies using social engagement paradigms
In 7 of the 11 studies included in this review, participants received

social feedback from confederates (i.e., second-person tasks). In three of
these studies, controls showed greater social interaction network acti-
vation compared to participants with SSD: one study showed higher
activity in both mentalizing and affective networks in controls com-
pared to those with SSD, particularly during social punishment (Lee
et al., 2014), while two other studies found higher activity in controls
compared to SSD participants in mentalizing network regions during
rewarding conditions, but not during punishing conditions (Gromann
et al., 2013; Makowski et al., 2016). Regional activation also varied
between conditions across studies. In one study, regions in the affective
and mentalizing networks showed greater activation during both re-
ward and punishment compared to neutral conditions across groups

(Makowski et al., 2016); however, mentalizing and affective network
regions showed greater activation during punishment than reward or
neutral conditions in healthy participants in two studies (Gradin et al.,
2012; Lee et al., 2014), in both participant groups in two other studies
(Lemmers-Jansen et al., 2018; Makowski et al., 2016), and in partici-
pants with SSD in one study that did not include a healthy control group
(Rylands et al., 2011). Levels of social exclusion were also negatively
correlated with processing in mentalizing and affective network regions
in participants with SSD, yet were positively correlated in healthy
participants (Gradin et al., 2012). Additionally, regions involved in the
mirror neuron network were implicated during both reward and pun-
ishment in two of the studies using social engagement paradigms, in
contrast with studies using passive observation paradigms, which did
not find any group or condition differences in these regions (Gromann
et al., 2013; Makowski et al., 2016).

2.5. Overall summary of reviewed studies

Studies using both passive and socially engaging stimuli consistently
found increased activation during both rewarding and punishing,
compared to neutral, social stimuli in the mentalizing network in both
SSD and controls. Additionally, overall activation was reduced in cer-
tain areas of the network in some studies (e.g., in the mPFC) and in-
creased in other areas (e.g., in the IFG and precuneus) in people with
SSD compared to controls. Studies across paradigm types also con-
sistently found increased activation during rewarding or punishing,
compared to neutral, social stimuli in the affective network, with the
exception of one study. Activation of the ACC was more often than not
comparable during these conditions in people with SSD and controls,
while activation of the insula was most often reduced in SSD compared
to controls. Only two studies found significant activation differences
between conditions within mirror neuron network regions. Both studies
found increased activity during rewarding or punishing, compared to
neutral, social stimuli, and that this activation was greater in controls
than in people with SSD. Both studies also used tasks categorized as
social engagement.

3. Discussion

In this systematic review of the published literature, we identified
11 studies examining neural activity in the context of social reward and
punishment in SSD. These studies spanned a variety of passive and
interactive paradigms in over 400 participants across 7 years. We
summarized key brain structures implicated in within- and between-
group differences in neural activity, highlighting those conceptualized
as comprising the “social interaction” network, including mentalizing
regions (TPJ, STS, IFG, PCC, precuneus, aTL, dmPFC, vmPFC), mirror
neuron regions (IPL and IPS), and affective regions (ACC, aINS,
amygdala, OFC, and VS) (see Fig. 1). In all, findings from the reviewed
studies suggest different patterns of neural activation in people with
SSD than in controls across all three networks; however, between-group
findings varied depending on the type of paradigm used. We first clarify
the role of each distinct region within the three networks involved in
the social interaction network, then highlight potential contributors to
the variability in findings among the studies reviewed.

3.1. Overall patterns of neural activation

Due to the predominant use of regional analyses in the included
papers, we do not discuss analyses of functional connections among the
social interaction networks. However, some patterns emerged regarding
the activation of distinct regions within the networks, particularly in
their response to stimuli observed passively compared to those invol-
ving social engagement.
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3.1.1. Regions comprising the mentalizing network
Within the 11 studies included in this review, regions implicated in

the mentalizing network played varying roles. The most common re-
gion to demonstrate differences in activation between conditions or
groups was the mPFC (in four studies), followed by the IFG, TPJ, and
precuneus (in three studies), and the STS (in one study). The mPFC
demonstrated comparable or attenuated activity across conditions for
participants with SSD as compared to controls (Table 2). Although only
apparent in one study, activity in the STS was also attenuated in people
with SSD compared to controls. In contrast, the IFG and precuneus were
associated with elevated activity in response to either rewarding or
punishing as compared to neutral stimuli in people with SSD. Findings
in the TPJ were not consistent over studies, as activity was found to be
equal, diminished, or inconclusive in people with SSD in one study
each. These results suggest a possible pattern of differences in neural
processing of social reward and punishment in SSD; that is, different
regions within the mentalizing network play different functional roles,
and only certain regions within the network may be relevant for un-
derstanding decreased social motivation in SSD. For example, de-
creased mPFC activity may suggest decreased executive control during
social reward and punishment processing, while increased IFG and
precuneus activity may reflect increased effort in understanding others’
communicated intentions in relation to the self in people with SSD.

Across groups, more socially salient stimuli produced higher neural
activation than neutral conditions in the mentalizing network. The only
exception to this pattern was higher activation in the mPFC for reward
than punishment in one study (Gromann et al., 2013), and higher ac-
tivation in the mPFC and TPJ for punishment than reward in another
study (Lemmers-Jansen et al., 2018). Differences in results may be due
to different analytic approaches: while other studies included in this
review contrasted response to reward or punishment with neutral sti-
muli, these two studies contrasted response to reward vs. punishment.
The lack of a neutral condition in the latter studies precludes the ability
to compare findings. Additionally, one of these conflicting studies ex-
amined social processing in people with FEP, a group who may be
characterized by neural functioning that differs from people with multi-
episode SSD (Lemmers-Jansen et al., 2018). However, this is less likely
to contribute to disparities in findings, as the inconsistency described
above was in within-group analyses and thus independent of group
differences.

3.1.2. Regions comprising the affective network
Within the studies included in this review, the most commonly

identified regions of the affective network were the ACC (in seven
studies), the insula (in six studies), and the amygdala (in three studies).
The VS and OFC were analyzed in one study each. Participants with SSD
demonstrated overall reduced activation within these regions, most
consistently in the insula, in four of the six studies (one study found
equal activation in both participant groups, and one study only re-
cruited people with SSD). The ACC most often showed similar between-
group activation, though some studies found higher activation in par-
ticipants with SSD and one study found higher activation in controls.
All but one of the studies that analyzed regions in the affective network
found generally higher activation throughout the network in response
to socially rewarding or punishing stimuli in comparison to neutral
stimuli across participant groups. The one study finding higher acti-
vation in response to neutral vs. affective stimuli used static images.

Despite consistency in patterns of activation in response to salience
of social stimuli, there was less consistency across the 11 reviewed
studies in terms of valence; that is, whether activation was elevated in
response to social reward or punishment depended on study design and
analytic contrast. Variation was largely determined by the contrasts
used: most studies focused on analyses contrasting one valence (e.g.,
reward or punishment) with neutral conditions. The two exceptions to
this were one study in which reward and punishment were combined
into a single affective condition (Bjorkquist and Herbener, 2013), and

one study in which reward and punishment were analyzed separately
(Makowski et al., 2016). In the latter study, affective network regions
were only found to be relevant to processing reward. Additionally,
neither study that used the cooperative trust paradigm found any sig-
nificant differences in processing within the affective network
(Gromann et al., 2013; Lemmers-Jansen et al., 2018).

In general, controls showed greater affective network activation
than those with SSD; however, activation within the ACC specifically
may be sensitive to environmental context during social situations in
people with SSD. For example, H. Lee et al. (2014) found greater con-
trast between socially punishing and rewarding stimuli in participants
with SSD than controls using avatars in a virtual environment, which
demonstrated eye contact, facial and body movements, and physical
proximity. In contrast, Berger et al. (2018) and Gradin et al. (2012)
found greater contrast between socially rewarding or punishing and
neutral images in controls than participants with SSD using cartoons. It
may be that face-to-face communication contributes more to affective
neural responding in people with SSD compared to less interactive
feedback. Paradigms with higher ecological validity may be required to
accurately investigate ACC activation in people with SSD during social
reward and punishment.

3.1.3. Regions comprising the mirror neuron network
Less evidence was provided for the activation of the mirror neuron

network during social reward and punishment, appearing in only two
studies, both of which used social engagement paradigms (Gromann
et al., 2013; Makowski et al., 2016). These studies found increased
parietal activation in response to both rewarding and punishing com-
pared to neutral stimuli, though activation was higher overall in con-
trols compared to participants with SSD in both studies. Due to the
limited number of studies, findings regarding activation patterns are
inconclusive, though it is notable that regions were more active during
salient conditions in controls only, and only in the context of social
engagement paradigms. In addition, both studies found significant ac-
tivation contrasts in these regions through whole-brain analyses and
not through a priori region of interest analyses. The mirror neuron
network may be more active during social engagement paradigms than
in passive observation paradigms, as interaction involves more direct
social communication (e.g., real-time feedback), and therefore more
opportunities for mirroring behavior (e.g., planning future behavioral
responses to unfair or cooperative payments, or compliments or criti-
cisms).

3.1.4. Regions outside the social interaction network
While several studies identified neural activity in response to so-

cially rewarding or punishing stimuli in regions outside of the hy-
pothesized social interaction network, these regions were most com-
monly discovered through whole-brain analyses. These analyses were
exploratory in nature, and thus used liberal significance thresholds for
activity contrasts. Others identified regions that may have been in-
volved in processing stimuli features not necessarily implicated in social
reward specifically. Nonetheless, we emphasize that while the social
interaction network has been useful in interpreting neural activity in
response to social stimuli, neural activation is undoubtedly widespread
during social interactions. We encourage researchers to consider all
regions found in whole-brain analyses, as well as the previously hy-
pothesized role of each of these regions in processing stimuli, when
examining activation in relation to social reward and punishment in
people with SSD (see Supplementary Materials for a full list of regions
outside these networks).

3.1.5. Regions implicated in social reward and punishment in broader
psychopathology

Social reward and punishment have been examined in disorders
other than SSD as well. Autism spectrum disorder (ASD), for example,
has been characterized by aberrant social stimulus processing,
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including decreased responsivity to social reward. Findings from a re-
cent meta-analysis suggest that people with ASD demonstrate decreased
ACC and IFG activity and increased insula activity during social reward
(Clements et al., 2018). The studies of SSD reviewed here suggest mixed
findings in the ACC and IFG, and decreased activation in the insula
across most studies; however, patterns were comparable to Clements
et al. (2018) when considering the separation of social reward and
social punishment. In SSD, ACC activity was more often attenuated
compared to controls for contrasts involving rewarding vs. neutral sti-
muli, and decreased insula activity was most often found in contrasts of
punishing vs. neutral stimuli.

Clements et al. (2018) also revealed hypoactivation in bilateral
caudate, right hippocampus, and lateral occipital cortex, as well as
hyperactivation in putamen, right temporal occipital fusiform cortex,
and left STG in ASD. However, the most robust findings reported were
in the dorsal striatum: the caudate was bilaterally hypoactive, while the
putamen was hyperactive. While we did not discuss striatal regions in
depth in the current review, we found that two studies reported overall
decreased striatal activation in SSD during social reward, one study
reported activity during social reward in controls only, and one study
reported comparable activity levels between groups in both social re-
ward and punishment (see Supplementary Table 1).

Social anxiety disorder is often studied in relation to responses to
social punishment, as one of its defining features is a fear of rejection or
judgment from others. Findings from a meta-analysis of neural activity
during social punishment in social anxiety disorder report hyper-
activation of the fear circuit, many regions of which overlap with those
involved in the proposed social interaction network: amygdala, insula,
ACC, and mPFC (Bruehl et al., 2014). Bruehl and colleagues (2014) also
report hyperactivity in PCC, precuneus, and cuneus. Findings in the
current review of SSD differ from those reported in social anxiety dis-
order: activity was most often reduced in the insula, and either reduced
or comparable to controls in the amygdala, ACC, and mPFC.

Finally, reward processing has been studied in depression, though
social reward in particular has not been examined extensively. In
general, hypoactivation has been found in striatal regions (including
nucleus accumbens, caudate, and putamen) and striatal-ACC con-
nectivity during rewarding stimuli (Admon and Pizzagalli, 2015).
Further exploration of neural activation during social reward and
punishment may contribute to the field’s knowledge of transdiagnostic
abnormalities in social interaction processing.

3.2. Addressing the variability of social reward and punishment
neuroimaging studies in SSD

Here we highlight potential contributors to the substantial varia-
bility in findings among the 11 studies reviewed. We start by addressing
the variety of operational definitions of social reward and punishment
and their impact on the design of paradigms used to measure and
manipulate these phenomena. We then discuss the impact of paradigm
design on behavioral and neuroimaging results. We end with providing
suggestions for future research.

3.2.1. Defining social reward and punishment in SSD
While the study of nonsocial (e.g., monetary) reward and punish-

ment is fairly standardized and structured, the study of social reward
and punishment covers a wide array of methods and stimuli, from static
pictures to interactive, real-time feedback. Standardization of social
reward and punishment stimuli is critical to developing methods for
measuring these constructs in laboratory settings.

A first step toward standardization involves the delineation of dif-
ferent constructs and subconstructs within the broader frameworks of
social reward and punishment. For example, differentiating between
the experience of reward and punishment in the context of a reciprocal
interaction (second-person, or socially engaging stimuli), as opposed to
that experienced while observing social stimuli that are not interactive

(third-person, or passive stimuli), would help clarify the roles of re-
gional brain activity. Neural responses to third-person social stimuli
may be more similar to responses to non-social stimuli than second-
person social stimuli, due to a lack of dynamic processes characteristic
of real-life social interaction in third-person paradigms (Fulford et al.,
2018a; Schilbach et al., 2013). To truly disentangle both the experience
and neural correlates of social and non-social reward and punishment,
it is crucial for researchers to use interactive, second-person social sti-
muli.

It is also important to measure subjective experiences in response to
social stimuli to determine the extent of reward or punishment elicited.
In three of the papers discussed in this review, participants’ subjective
experiences were not measured (Bjorkquist and Herbener, 2013;
Lindner et al., 2014; Rylands et al., 2011); in three other studies, ex-
periences of reward and punishment were determined by participants’
behavior (Gromann et al., 2013; Lee et al., 2018; Lemmers-Jansen et al.,
2018), discounting individual differences in subjective experiences of
reward and punishment. Furthermore, behavior and subjective experi-
ence may diverge, such as when there is a mismatch between reward
and goal congruency (Frömer et al., 2019; Rutledge et al., 2014). Thus,
inferences drawn from approaches focused solely on behavior may be
limited.

Another consideration is the method of delivering social punish-
ment in particular. One common approach in the available literature is
to deliver criticism or rejection (e.g., critical comments, angry faces, or
blatant rejection of a friendly offer), with the goal of directly inducing
an aversive response. Another approach frames social punishment as
the absence of social reward or acceptance (e.g., exclusion in Cyberball,
or lack of acceptance of a handshake). The conceptualization of social
punishment is essential to understanding the role of ambiguity in social
stimulus processing: in real-life social interactions, the clarity with
which social feedback can be interpreted as a lack of acceptance vs.
outright rejection or criticism is often limited. For this reason, it is es-
sential for researchers to distinguish within their studies which type of
social punishment their task delivers.

3.2.2. The effects of paradigm design on results
Each paradigm reviewed has strengths and weaknesses. Passively

observed, static stimuli are often administered in the form of emo-
tionally salient social images, delivering social reward in a method
analogous to an image of a dollar bill representing monetary reward. In
these paradigms, stimulus presentation is brief, allowing for simpler
analysis using temporally imprecise fMRI, and making data easier to
collect and interpret. Social interactions, however, are much more dy-
namic and fluctuate repeatedly between rewarding, punishing, and
ambiguous outcomes (Fulford et al., 2018a; Heerey, 2015; Zhang and
Ji, 2005). The use of static stimuli cannot substitute for interaction and
may mimic more closely the delivery of nonsocial, nonmonetary reward
(such as a flashing image in a video game).

In contrast, interactive social feedback is reciprocal and has more
potential for ambiguous interpretation, two key components of real-life
social interaction (Catalano et al., 2018; Fulford et al., 2018a;
Niedenthal et al., 2010; Schilbach et al., 2013). For these reasons,
second-person paradigms are preferable for use in studying naturalistic
neural and behavioral responses during social interaction. However,
social feedback paradigms often lack quantitative experimental control,
with stimuli consisting of images or sounds that cannot be assigned
objective, discrete values on the continuum between socially rewarding
(e.g., a smile, a compliment) and socially punishing (e.g., a frown, a
critical comment). The subjectivity of these stimuli poses challenges to
the quantification of reward and punishment, limiting meaningful
comparisons of neural reactivity across different conditions of social
feedback. One notable exception is Cyberball, which quantifies levels of
social punishment as the percentage of times the ball is passed to the
participant; however, this paradigm only manipulates exclusion—the
inclusion condition could be interpreted as either neutral or rewarding
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in valence; that is, it represents a lack of exclusion rather than the
presence of rewarding behavior.

There is also the question of how the incorporation of non-social
reward might affect behavior in ostensibly social paradigms. In the
cooperative trust paradigm reviewed here (Gromann et al., 2013;
Lemmers-Jansen et al., 2018), communication between participants
and their investing counterparts is limited to the exchange of monetary
value, devoid of explicitly social stimuli (e.g., facial affect or linguistic
cues); as such, the extent to which this paradigm involves social reward
and punishment is limited to the assumption that the exchange of
money between parties is a social activity. In reality, monetary rewards
are almost always received from other people (including the re-
searcher), yet they are not classified as social within the literature given
their static, unambiguous, and non-affiliative properties. It is likely that
at least some behavior and other outcomes (e.g., neural activity) mea-
sured during cooperative trust paradigms are influenced by processes
involved in the exchange of monetary reward. Future research could
directly test this hypothesis by comparing outcomes of social exchange
tasks that do and do not incorporate monetary reward.

3.2.3. Future directions and implications
Advances in theory development and methodology should serve to

improve reliability and validity of neural markers of social reward and
punishment broadly. Here, we cover some methods used in the adjacent
literature and offer additional conceptual suggestions for improving the
study of social reward and punishment in SSD.

Recent literature has moved toward using social engagement, or
second-person, paradigms, with some studies using similar paradigms
to those reviewed here. For example, Pelletier-Baldelli et al. (2018)
studied social reward and punishment in healthy participants and
participants at clinical high risk for psychosis in fMRI using a similar
paradigm to Makowski et al. (2016), but involving feedback from peers.
In a sample of people with depression, Oppenheimer et al. (2019) de-
livered real-time feedback during fMRI, in which confederate peers
were given the choice to interact with the participant (reward/accep-
tance) or a different person of the same gender and age (punishment/
exclusion). Kujawa et al. (2014) also developed a task for youth with
depression that mimicked a game show; participants voted for con-
federate profiles to stay or leave an “island” on which a group of young
people were located, then received feedback about whether these
confederates voted for the participant to stay (reward/acceptance) or
leave (punishment/exclusion). Other fMRI studies of social reward and
punishment have featured hand-holding, shared experiences of social
stimuli, and positive and critical feedback on essays written by the
participant (Coan et al., 2006; Ma et al., 2018; Peters et al., 2018). The
above studies use novel methods for investigating a wide range of de-
finitions of social reward and punishment that could be applied to work
in SSD.

Recent task iterations of social exclusion have capitalized on the
increasing ecological validity of online interaction paradigms. For ex-
ample, virtual chatrooms can allow participants to interact with pre-
programmed confederates. In some designs, reward and punishment
occurs through the number of messages received (e.g., high number of
messages indicate reward through inclusion, low number indicates
punishment through exclusion; Donate et al., 2017). Other designs
deliver reward and punishment through the content of responses (e.g.,
praise or criticism; Jiang and Johnston, 2017). Social media paradigms
allow participants to write brief profiles about themselves and receive
quantifiable levels of reward or punishment through the use of number
of “likes” that the participants’ output receives, mimicking platforms
such as Facebook or Twitter (Wolf et al., 2015). These paradigms, used
primarily in healthy samples, show consistent effects on subjective
feelings of ostracism and mood (Donate et al., 2017; Wolf et al., 2015).

Examining neural correlates of social rewards through virtual
chatroom and social media paradigms may be a fruitful area for further
research, as the design of such paradigms offer a high degree of

feasibility, ecological validity, and experimental control. Implementing
such paradigms through neuroimaging methods would not compromise
ecological validity, as online social interaction does not require face-to-
face interaction, and people with SSD regularly engage in social media
as a form of interpersonal communication (Miller et al., 2015). Social
media paradigms also offer a high level of experimental control, al-
lowing for quantifiable levels of social reward and punishment that may
be useful for examining changes in neural activity.

Another potentially fruitful approach to paradigm design that has
been introduced and improved upon in recent years is VR. In addition
to Lee et al. (2014), various studies of social cognition have begun to
use this innovative technology. Some have created social stress in vir-
tual environments through the use of avatars that display varying levels
of hostility through verbal or nonverbal cues; these studies have ex-
amined responses in the form of social distance maintained from ava-
tars and self-reported levels of paranoia (Geraets et al., 2018; Hesse
et al., 2017; Park et al., 2009; Veling et al., 2016). Other studies have
used VR to assess social anxiety and emotion recognition ability in
people with psychosis (Rus-Calafell et al., 2018). This area of literature
has also investigated the efficacy of using VR for social skills training
for SSD (Rus-Calafell et al., 2014). Future use of VR in studies of social
reward and punishment has the potential to provide naturalistic, eco-
logically valid stimuli in a highly controlled and standardized manner.
Though it is currently less commonly used due to cost and difficulty in
paradigm design, VR may be adapted in more studies as the technology
becomes cheaper, more accessible, and easier to use.

In addition to improvements in paradigm design, an increasing
focus on how neural regions within a network interact (e.g., in task-
based functional connectivity), rather than the strength of response
within individual regions, can improve understanding of responses to
social reward and punishment. Of the studies reviewed, Berger et al.
(2018) examined functional connectivity during a social reward task.
With the mPFC as a seed region, people with SSD showed diminished
connectivity compared to controls in various frontal and subcortical
areas (e.g., right caudate nucleus, right MCC, precuneus), and increased
connectivity in the cerebellum and superior parietal lobe, while
viewing funny images. This finding may help to explain how deficits in
processing within a single region may extend to disrupted functioning
overall; that is, reduced or abnormal mPFC (i.e., executive) functioning
may affect connections with, for example, limbic regions responsible for
the experience of affect. It may be that generally, while people with SSD
have deficits within specific regions of the brain that are essential to
processing social reward or punishment, impaired communication be-
tween these regions may be a stronger indicator of functioning. Alter-
nately, dysfunction of one region may not directly lead to impairments
in social motivation, but rather may indirectly lead to impairment
through decreased input to other regions in the network. More recent
studies have begun to follow suit, though they have not explicitly ex-
amined neural connectivity in the context of social reward and pun-
ishment (Bitsch et al., 2019; Schwarz et al., 2019).

To maximize the contribution of these novel methodologies, how-
ever, it is essential to ensure that the question of neural processing of
social reward and punishment in SSD is approached from a perspective
informed by theory. In particular, aberrant processing of neutral social
stimuli may contribute more to deficits of social motivation than pro-
cessing of social reward and punishment for people with SSD. Meta
analytic findings of neuroimaging studies suggest that people with SSD
demonstrate comparable processing of emotional, nonsocial stimuli
(particularly negative stimuli) to healthy controls, but elevated neural
responses to neutral nonsocial stimuli (Anticevic et al., 2010; Taylor
et al., 2012; discussed in Kring and Barch, 2014). Indeed, across the
included studies in this review, group differences were found in social
interaction network responses to socially rewarding or punishing con-
ditions, but findings were less consistent when reward and punishment
were contrasted with each other (i.e., Gromann et al., 2013; Lee et al.,
2014; Lemmers-Jansen et al., 2018). Within findings from contrasts
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between socially rewarding or punishing conditions and neutral social
stimuli, it is possible that abnormal processing during neutral condi-
tions could be driving some effects. Abnormal processing of neutral
stimuli, in turn, may be influenced by a negative interpretation bias.
Beck and Rector (2005) suggest that defeatist beliefs and social disin-
terest in people with SSD, stemming from neurocognitive difficulties
and repeated failure experiences early in life, interact with social cog-
nitive impairments to create low expectations and overall negative bias
(Beck and Rector, 2005; Pelletier-Baldelli and Holt, 2019). This, in turn,
would diminish social motivation, as future interpersonal interactions
are expected to be less enjoyable (Gard et al., 2007; Green et al., 2012).

However, the direction and strength of the effect of neutral social
stimuli processing in SSD is unknown due to a dearth of studies ex-
plicitly examining neutral social conditions in SSD using neuroimaging.
Indeed, no studies in this review explicitly compared neural activity
during processing of neutral stimuli between participant groups. It is
essential that future studies examine group differences in processing of
neutral conditions, in which socially interactive and engaging stimuli
are present without reward or punishment, between people with SSD
and healthy controls. Likewise, future research would benefit from
examining responses to social ambiguity, in which social stimuli have
both rewarding and punishing qualities within a given interaction.
Neutral and ambiguous stimuli are similar in that there is no obvious
interpretation of the social interaction, as there are equal amounts of
evidence in favor of positive and negative interpretations. Strong ne-
gative biases and low expectations, along with impairments in social
cognitive abilities and social skills, may drive those with SSD to react
more negatively to social and nonsocial stimuli that do not explicitly
deliver reward or punishment than those without these biases and ex-
pectations (see Fig. 4). These biases may translate into diminished
motivation, as interactions that are typically considered neutral or
ambiguous would be encoded as more punishing/rejecting in SSD, and
therefore discourage further social behavior. Focusing on the study of
neural reactions to ambiguous social stimuli in SSD will allow us to
determine the extent to which negative bias affects interpretation of

typical social interactions in real life.

4. Conclusions

In this review we summarized the current state of the literature
examining the neural correlates of social reward and punishment pro-
cessing in SSD. We described key findings, focusing on methodological
differences across studies. We then summarized the patterns of neural
activation within (e.g., reward vs. punishment) and between (SSD vs.
control) groups. Finally, we made recommendations for future research
focused on achieving balance between ecological validity and experi-
mental control.

We emphasized the importance of considering three key factors in
studying social reward and punishment in SSD using functional neu-
roimaging. First, social interactions are, by nature, reciprocal and am-
biguous. To truly examine the neural processing of social reward and
punishment, in comparison to nonsocial reward and punishment, re-
searchers should design tasks to include neutral or ambiguous condi-
tions in addition to social reward and punishment conditions, and use
socially engaging tasks to mimic realistic social interactions. Further,
researchers examining social punishment must distinguish between
stimuli that are truly punishing, and stimuli that merely lack reward.
Second, we recommended the use of paradigms that balance experi-
mental control with ecological validity. Previous studies outside of the
SSD and neuroimaging literature have used paradigms that manipulate
social interactions through online environments. Adapting these para-
digms to measure social reward and punishment in SSD in fMRI may
improve both the reliability and ecological validity of this line of work.
Third, we stressed the importance of considering the role of neutral
stimuli in contrasting different conditions in statistical analyses.
Previous research has suggested relatively intact processing of reward
and punishment in people with SSD, as well as abnormal neural re-
sponses to neutral stimuli (i.e., that more closely mimic neural re-
sponses to punishment). Thus, neutral stimuli may not be appropriate
as a control condition; rather, responses to neutral stimuli should be

Fig. 4. Model of social reward, punishment, and ambiguity. Rewarding social interactions involve unambiguously positive social stimuli and may be processed
normally in SSD. Likewise, punishing social interactions involve unambiguously negative social stimuli and may also be processed normally in SSD. Ambiguous
interactions, which do not deliver explicit reward or punishment, may be processed in a manner that is more similar to social punishment in SSD than in healthy
controls. * = Examples of socially engaging stimuli included in this review.
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further compared between groups before making such conclusions.
People with SSD often experience social functioning deficits that

contribute to a highly diminished quality of life. Understanding ways in
which social motivation affects social functioning in this population is
critical to developing effective treatments. One construct underlying
motivation is the processing of social reward and punishment, as well as
the processing of neutral, or ambiguous, social stimuli. Aberrant re-
sponses to these stimuli within regions and connections involved in the
proposed social interaction network may contribute to abnormal pro-
cessing of these stimuli in SSD. While findings thus far have been in-
formative, additional research on processing of ambiguous interactions,
using socially engaging stimuli, is required to draw conclusions that
will inform development of treatments moving forward.
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