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Project summary :

Our recent pilot study (see https://osf.io/bkt32/ for the project preregistration) relied on 1) the
rationale that the effect of taVNS on physical pain is growingly admitted (Frangos et al., 2017)
and that social and physical pains share neural mechanisms (Eisenberger, 2012) and 2) the
effects of taVNS on cognition (Ridgewell et al., 2021) and emotional and social processing
(Maraver et al.,, 2020), suggesting that taVNS could modulate social exclusion-related
psychological processing. However, social exclusion is a complex and abstract situation that
elicits various possible psychological reactions and recruits multiple "higher" cognitive
functions. This ultimately leaves room for several possible confounds, which need to be
controlled. Based on the study of Sellaro et al. (2015), we identified two main caveats pertaining
to the study of taVNS in social contexts. First, the psychological traits of the participants can
lead to substantial response differences in social contexts. Secondly, the physiological effects
of taVNS often are not recorded, which implies that one cannot rule out the possibility that
taVNS does not elicit substantial physiological changes, hence leading to null effects at the
psychological level (see Sellaro et al., 2015). The recruited intern will contribute to data
collection with human participants using taVNS, eyetracking, pupillometry, and questionnaire
tools, with the aim of performing rigorous control analyses using different types (eye-gaze,
pupil size, psychological traits assessment) of covariates. This work will contribute to improve
research practices in the domain of social cognition.
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