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ABSTRACT

Originally rooted in philosophy and sociology, the concept of
epistemic trust has recently transitioned to developmental psy-
chopathology, illuminating social-cognitive processes in psy-
chopathology. This narrative review synthesizes empirical
evidence on epistemic trust to inform future research. A literature
search highlighted 3 areas: i) the development of selective trust
in children; ii) epistemic trust in non-clinical adults; iii) its link to
mental health. Young children demonstrate selective learning from
reliable sources using epistemic cues. Empirical studies beyond
childhood were greatly facilitated in the last 2 years with the in-
troduction of the Epistemic Trust, Mistrust and Credulity Ques-
tionnaire, a self-report scale measuring epistemic stance.
Cross-sectional studies pinpointed dysfunctional epistemic strate-
gies as factors in mental health vulnerability, and some qualitative
work offered initial evidence linking restored epistemic trust to
effective psychotherapy. For future research, we propose focusing
on 3 primary areas. First, empirical investigations in adolescent
samples are needed, as adolescence seems to be a pivotal phase
in the development of epistemic trust. Second, more experimental
research is required to assess dysfunctional and functional epis-
temic stances and how they relate to vulnerability to mental health
disorders. Finally, intervention studies should explore the dynam-
ics of epistemic stances within and between therapy sessions and
their impact on therapeutic outcomes.

Key words: epistemic trust, epistemic vigilance, selective trust,
review, empirical evidence.

Introduction

Epistemic trust refers to trust in communicated knowledge;
by contrast, epistemic mistrust is defined by an inability to trust
others as a source of knowledge about the world. Sperber et al.
(2010) set out a sophisticated position in relation to epistemic
trust in psychology in their argument that humans operate within
a position of epistemic trust, but this stance is necessarily tem-
pered by a capacity for epistemic vigilance. Epistemic vigilance
is the set of cognitive tools humans have evolved to discern and
block false or harmful information (Sperber et al., 2010). Fon-
agy et al. (2015) elaborated on these views in the context of a
broader developmental psychopathology approach and concep-
tualized epistemic trust as an individual’s capacity to acquire
and accommodate new knowledge in a way that supports re-
silient social functioning.

Fonagy and colleagues believe that epistemic trust develops
first in relation to primary caregivers in early attachment relation-
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ships (Fonagy and Allison, 2014; Fonagy et al., 2015; Fonagy et
al., 2017a, 2017b). More recently, they have suggested that the
early primary care contexts need to be understood alongside wider
social experiences in understanding an individual’s epistemic
stance (Fonagy et al., 2022), arguing that it is via the mechanism
of epistemic trust that experiences of social isolation and alien-
ation generate vulnerability (Campbell & Allison, 2022). From a
broader social-communicative perspective, attachment styles are
seen not just as individual traits but as reflective of the type of so-
cial interactions and contexts individuals experience, emphasizing
the role of wider social contexts and cultural norms (Luyten ef al.,
2020). This perspective shifts the understanding of insecure at-
tachment, viewing it and related psychopathological concepts as
communicative strategies rooted in social learning, that is, epis-
temic stance. The developmental psychopathology framework
posited by Fonagy and colleagues suggests that epistemic trust al-
lows flexibility arising from openness to social learning and thus
constitutes a source of resilience through increasing the individ-
ual’s capacity to benefit from social relationships. Such “learning”
is quite broadly defined as cultural knowledge, ranging from how
to use a complicated-looking tool through learning one’s culture’s
origin myths to how to best navigate complex social relationships
and benefit from the cooperation, consolations, and shared think-
ing provided by other minds. A child exposed to early adversity,
in particular complex trauma, may experience increased epistemic
vigilance, which, in combination with genetic vulnerability
(whether in the form of heightened temperamental emotional sen-
sitivity or conversely callous-emotional traits) and on-going ex-
periences that undermine social agency, become entrenched as
epistemic mistrust.

An entrenched position of epistemic mistrust is likely to be-
come maladaptive when it comes to different developmental
stages where others who could provide relevant and useful knowl-
edge appear. For example, if a maltreated young person is adopted
by a new family and receives good parenting or enters a school
where there are friendly teachers and/or peers but retains a mental
representation of the world as harmful and distrusts others as a
source of knowledge about themselves and the world, inhibiting
real understanding of themselves and others, there is likely a
chance of developing psychopathology. Fonagy and colleagues
proposed that such individuals will require experiences of richly
mentalizing social interactions that serve as ostensive cues to
prime the emergence of epistemic trust. Feeling understood by
someone can foster a predisposition to learn from them, encom-
passing self-awareness, insights into others, and a broader com-
prehension of the surrounding world (Fonagy et al., 2022). In
relation to particular diagnoses, several personality disorders, such
as paranoid personality disorder (PPD) and borderline personality
disorder (BPD), are characterized by pervasive, enduring, and in-
flexible patterns of oversensitivity to social stimuli, negative as-
sumptions about relationships, and mistrust (e.g., Bach & Farrell,
2018; Berenson et al., 2018; Lee, 2017). These patterns that con-
stitute personality disorders may be developed within certain con-
texts and temporarily function as an adaptive mechanism to cope
with threats in the environment and regulate the self, but are likely
to become maladaptive in a broader social environment that re-
wards cooperation and flexibility in social relationships.

Humans use epistemic trust to learn from, respond to, and
adapt to their social environment; not being able to do so leaves
the individual unable to benefit fully from cooperative processes
and from being a full member of a community. Epistemic mistrust
developed within certain contexts is likely to become mismatched
to new conditions and impede the capacity for salutogenesis. Fon-
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agy and colleagues argued that disruptions of epistemic trust may
capture an underlying propensity for any kind of psychopathology
(Fonagy and Allison, 2014; Fonagy et al., 2015; Fonagy et al.,
2017a, 2017b), and in accordance with this, generating epistemic
trust in individuals to enable them to benefit from benign aspects
of social communication may be a generic mechanism for change
in effective psychotherapy. While Fonagy’s theory of epistemic
trust widens the lens of the role of attachment and mentalizing in
developmental psychopathology, to consider social communica-
tive inflexibility to be key in understanding psychopathology, the
assumptions require empirical investigations before any conclu-
sions can be drawn.

The present study

This study employs the method of integrative narrative review
(Torraco, 2005; Whittemore & Knafl, 2005) to identify, critically
appraise, and synthesize existing empirical evidence relevant to
the developmental psychopathology account of epistemic trust.
Unlike systematic reviews, which focus on a relatively narrow
topic and adhere to an extensive and exhaustive screening process,
narrative reviews typically adopt less formalized approaches.
They aim to provide in-depth, critical, and reflective appraisals of
the literature, primarily for theory development (Greenhalgh et
al., 2018). Consequently, this study uses a narrative review to
summarize the evidence pertinent to the rapidly evolving field of
the epistemic trust model in developmental psychopathology, of-
fering insights for future research.

Methods

To identify studies producing empirical evidence relevant to
the developmental psychopathology account of epistemic trust,
published in English in peer-reviewed journals, a literature search
with the key words “(epistemic) AND (trust OR vigilance)” was
conducted in January 2020 across 5 electronic databases: PsycAR-
TICLES, PsycINFO, Web of Science, MEDLINE, and Applied
Social Sciences Index & Abstracts. Given the rapid evolution of
this field, another search was conducted in May 2023 to capture
recent studies. Two additional studies (Bincoletto ez al., 2023; Lo-
cati et al., 2023) were identified in September 2023 and included
in the review. An examination of reference lists of retrieved papers
and a forward search was carried out in addition to the database
searches to look for relevant studies investigating psychological
processes that are similar but use alternative terms. For example,
developmental psychology research often utilizes “selective trust”
or “selective learning” as alternative terms for “epistemic trust”
to refer to children’s capacity to select the most reliable others to
trust for communication (where they can learn new knowledge
from). This selective trust is considered by us to be an openness
to communicated knowledge with active epistemic vigilance, as
opposed to blind trust. The extended search yielded over half of
the retrieved studies. Studies that employed the term “epistemic
trust” but had a focus irrelevant to our project were excluded from
our review. For example, Sjoberg & Herber (2008) considered
epistemic trust as a specific trust in science and technology. In ad-
dition, theoretical or case studies that used the theory of epistemic
trust to explain their findings (Byrne, 2020; Folmo et al., 2019;
Kamphuis & Finn, 2019; Knapen et al., 2020; Sprecher et al.,
2022) were not included in the review as they did not produce di-
rect empirical evidence. Finally, in the process of screening, we
discovered a substantial number of studies on related concepts,
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such as interpersonal trust in social psychology and persuasive
communication in cognitive psychology. However, it was beyond
the scope of this study to review all neighboring concepts or spec-
ulate on how they each associate with epistemic trust. For synthe-
sis and comparison, key data such as participants, study design,
and relevant findings were extracted and tabulated.

Results

Three types of relevant research were identified: i) studies of
the development of selective trust in young children (n=101); ii)
studies relevant to epistemic trust in non-clinical adults (n=16);
iil) studies of epistemic trust in relation to mental health (n=15).
Thus, the majority of empirical evidence was about the develop-
ment of children’s selective trust, and only a small number of stud-
ies have so far investigated epistemic trust in adult populations or
in relation to mental health. Studies were categorized and synthe-
sized based on the area of topic, and the category was appraised
as a whole. The resulting synthesis is displayed in Table 1. See
Supplementary Table 1 (Barth et al., 2014; Bascandziev & Harris,
2014, 2016; Baumann et al., 2023; Bernard et al., 2012; Bernard
etal.,2014; Bernard et al., 2016; Bincoletto et al., 2023; Birch et
al.,2008; Bo et al., 2017; Boseovski & Thurman, 2014; Bridgers
et al., 2016; Brink & Wellman, 2020; Brosseau-Liard & Birch,
2010, 2011; Brosseau-Liard et al., 2015; Brosseau-Liard, et al.,
2018; Butler et al., 2018; Campbell ef al., 2021; Castelain et al.,
2016; Chan & Tardif, 2013; Clegg et al., 2019; Clément et al.,
2013; Corriveau et al., 2009; Corriveau et al., 2011; Corriveau et
al.,2013; Corriveau & Harris, 2009a, 2009b; Corriveau & Kurkul,
2014; Danovitch & Alzahabi, 2013; Danovitch & Mills, 2014,
Ding et al., 2022; Doebel et al., 2016; Durkin & Shafto, 2016;
Echterhoff et al., 2017; Einav, 2014; Einav et al., 2020; Einav &
Robinson, 2010; Elashi & Mills, 2014; Fedra & Schmidt, 2019;
Fitneva & Dunfield, 2010; Frenken & Imhoff, 2022; Fusaro &
Harris, 2008; Gierth & Bromme, 2020; Gilbert et al., 1990;
Gilbert et al., 1993; Ghossainy et al., 2021; Guerrero et al., 2017,
Guerrero et al., 2019; Guerrero et al., 2020; Gweon et al., 2014;
Gweon et al., 2018; Hagd & Olson, 2017; Hasson et al., 2005;
Imhoff et al., 2018; Jaffer & Ma, 2015; Jaffrani, et al., 2020;
Jaswal et al., 2008; Jaswal & Neely, 2006; Johnston ef al., 2015;
Kampling et al., 2022; Kinzler et al., 2011; Koenig, 2012; Koenig
et al., 2004; Koenig & Harris, 2005; Koenig & Jaswal, 2011; Kon-
drad & Jaswal, 2012; Kotaman & Aslan, 2021, 2023; Kushnir et
al., 2013; Kushnir & Koenig, 2017; Landrum ef al., 2013; Lane

Table 1. Category of retrieved studies.

Epistemic trust: empirical findings and future directions

& Harris, 2015; Lane ef al., 2013; Lane et al., 2014; Lawson,
2018; Li et al., 2022; Li et al., 2022; Li & Yow, 2018; Liotti et
al.,2023; Liuet al., 2013; Locati et al., 2022; Locati et al., 2023;
Lucas et al., 2013; Lucas et al., 2017; Luu et al., 2013; MacDon-
ald et al., 2013; Mascaro & Sperber, 2009; McDonald & Ma,
2015; Mercier et al., 2014; Nimbi et al., 2023; Nurmsoo & Robin-
son, 2009; Orme et al., 2019; Palmquist & Jaswal, 2015;
Palmquist et al., 2022; Pasquini et al., 2007; Poulin-Dubois &
Chow, 2009; Pozzi & Mazzarella, 2023; Rakoczy et al., 2009;
Reyes-Jaquez & Echols, 2013; Riedl ez al., 2023; Robinson et al.,
2013; Ronfard & Lane, 2018, 2019; Sampaio et al., 2019;
Schillaci & Kelemen, 2014; Schroder-Pfeifer et al., 2022; Scofield
et al.,2013; Sobel & Macris, 2013; Stengelin ez al., 2018; Tanzilli
et al., 2022; Tenney et al., 2011; Terrier et al., 2016; Thomas &
Jenkins, 2019; Tong et al., 2020; Vanderbilt et al., 2018; Vander-
bilt et al., 2018; Varr6-Horvath et al., 2017; Venta, 2020; Wang et
al., 2019; Wiebe et al., 2022; Wu et al., 2014; Yang et al., 2023;
Zhang & Sylva, 2021) for an overview of each individual study.

Children’s selective trust

Relevant investigations in the field of developmental psychol-
ogy mainly focus on the development of selective trust in young
children. This line of research typically adopts an experimental
approach and aims to understand what factors influence a child’s
decision to trust new knowledge conveyed by others. Children
around 4 years of age start to develop the ability to reason about
others” mental states, including desires, intentions, knowledge,
and beliefs, which is called “theory of mind” (Nelson ef al., 2008).
Based on our review, resistance to being misled by others was
shown as early as 3 years old (Ding ef al., 2022); and, on average,
children become capable of inferring what others know and eval-
uating different cues depending on what information they are
seeking from 3 to 4 years of age. It is consistently found that
young children have the intent and capacity to evaluate an infor-
mant’s trustworthiness in the process of social learning, and the
evaluation is based on epistemic cues (i.e., indicators of an infor-
mant’s knowledge) and social markers (i.e., demographic, social,
or cultural characteristics) of the informants.

Past accuracy, informativeness, relevant expertise, good rea-
soning, and a majority opinion are typical epistemic cues for chil-
dren’s selective trust. Past accuracy refers to a history of making
accurate claims or good performances in tasks. It was found that
children can track an informant’s record of past accuracy and use
it as a cue to current reliability across experimental variations
(Barth et al., 2014; Brink & Wellman, 2020; Brosseau-Liard et

Study approaches

Children’s selective trust Experimental studies

Synthesis and appraisal

Epistemic trust is typically studied as selective trust or selective learning in children. There is

(n=101) robust evidence that young children learn from others in an active, flexible manner and decide
whom they should invest trust in based on epistemic cues (e.g., past accuracy, informativeness,
relevant expertise) and social markers (e.g., prosocial behaviors, familiarity, similarity)

Epistemic trust in Experimental studies

non-clinical adults (n=16)

Adults, possibly in a similar way to young children, are in general open to communicated
knowledge and can use cues to decide whether or not to trust others and whom to trust for new

knowledge. However, no measurement of individual differences in epistemic trust was
established beyond childhood until recently, which limited direct investigations and conclusions

Epistemic trust in relation
to mental health (n=15)

Quantitative and
qualitative studies

Direct empirical evidence for the theoretical associations between dysfunctional epistemic
strategies, adverse childhood experiences, insecure attachment, poor mentalization, and

psychopathology. Preliminary evidence was found for the associations between restoring
epistemic trust and effective psychotherapy
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al., 2015; Corriveau et al., 2011; Gweon et al., 2014; Kushnir &
Koenig, 2017; Li & Yow, 2018; Liu et al., 2013; Pasquini et al.,
2007; Poulin-Dubois & Chow, 2009; Ronfard & Lane, 2018; Van-
derbilt et al., 2018). For example, Poulin-Dubois and Chow
(2009) found that 16-month-old infants were able to encode and
recall the accuracy and inaccuracy of adults’ searching behaviors
in a task, and this record influenced how much attention the in-
fants paid to those adults’ searching behaviors in a subsequent
task. Li & Yow (2018) found that 3- and 4-year-olds were more
willing to override their initial judgments and endorse an unex-
pected testimony from a previously accurate informant than from
someone who had consistently made errors. Children also prefer-
ably learn from an individual who is more informative than others
(Brosseau-Liard & Birch, 2011; Brosseau-Liard et al., 2018;
Fedra & Schmidt, 2019; Nurmsoo & Robinson, 2009; Terrier et
al.,2016; Wiebe et al., 2022; Zhang & Sylva, 2021). For example,
Fedra & Schmidt (2019) found that 3- and 4-year-olds rejected
knowledge from a communicator who lacked perceptual access
and accepted claims from another who had visual access to the
target object. In addition, children are more trusting of claims
made by informants with relevant, as opposed to irrelevant, ex-
pertise (Boseovski & Thurman, 2014; Koenig & Harris, 2005;
Koenig & Jaswal, 2011; Kushnir et al., 2013; Lane & Harris,
2015; Lucas et al., 2017; Vanderbilt et al., 2018;). For example,
Kushnir et al. (2013) reported that 3- to 4-year-olds selectively
directed requests for new labels to a known “labeler” and directed
requests to fix new broken toys to a known “fixer”, indicating a
preference for learning knowledge from an expert in a related do-
main. Moreover, children prefer to acquire information from an
informant who shows good reasoning (Bernard et al., 2014; Caste-
lain et al., 2016; Clegg et al., 2019; Corriveau & Kurkul, 2014;
Doebel et al., 2016;). For example, Doebel et al. (2016) found
that, presented with 2 speakers who expressed logically consistent
or inconsistent claims, 4- and 5-year-olds were able to detect in-
consistencies and demonstrated skepticism toward testimony from
sources with inconsistencies. Finally, children are prone to seek
and endorse information from someone who belongs to the ma-
jority (Bernard et al., 2016; Corriveau et al., 2009; Corriveau &
Harris, 2009a; Einav, 2014; Fusaro & Harris, 2008; Guerrero et
al., 2017; Morgan et al., 2015). For example, Corriveau et al.
(2009) found that 3- and 4-year-olds were sensitive to group con-
sensus and sided with the majority rather than the dissenter, and
they remained mistrustful of the dissenter in a subsequent task.
When there is a conflict between epistemic cues, children tend
to prioritize the cues that indicate a higher degree of certainty and
actively monitor the reliability of the informant’s knowledge
claims. It was found that they normally consider past accuracy
more important than other epistemic cues. For example, 3- to 6-
year-olds were more likely to endorse claims from someone who
has proven accurate in the past, even if the claims conflicted with
those of the majority (Einav, 2014; Sampaio et al., 2019; Scofield
et al., 2013). However, children do not always treat a previously
inaccurate informant as unreliable. They appropriately excuse past
inaccuracies arising legitimately from the informant’s inadequate
access to information (Kondrad & Jaswal, 2012; Kushnir &
Koenig, 2017; Nurmsoo & Robinson, 2009). Children’s capacity
to flexibly monitor the reliability of the informant’s knowledge
claims is also shown in their sensitivity to under-informativeness
and over-informativeness and their understanding of the trade-off
between informativeness and efficiency. Gweon et al. (2018) re-
ported that 5- to 7-year-olds preferred teachers who gave exhaus-
tive demonstrations when learners were naive but preferred
teachers who gave selective demonstrations when learners were
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already knowledgeable, given their prior experience. Moreover,
6- and 7-year-olds could accurately evaluate informants who omit
information and adjust their exploratory behavior to compensate
for under-informative testimony when an informant’s credibility
is in doubt (Gweon et al., 2014). Together, there is robust evidence
that quite young children make epistemic-based judgments to de-
cide whether or not to learn from others and in whom they should
invest trust in an active, flexible manner.

When there is a lack of epistemic cues, children attend to the
social markers of informants to judge the reliability of communi-
cated knowledge. Social markers typically include prosocial be-
haviors, familiarity, similarity, age, and appearance. Toddlers as
young as 2 years old exhibit an understanding of intentionality
(Luchkina et al., 2018). The intentionality of the informants can
powertfully influence whether children trust the knowledge com-
municated. Children expressed a greater tendency to learn from
someone who displays prosocial behaviors (Johnston ez al., 2015;
Landrum et al., 2013; Lane et al., 2013; Liu et al., 2013; Stengelin
etal.,2018; Vaish et al., 2010). It was found that 12- to 15-month-
old infants were able to discriminate between adults’ reliable ac-
tions and deceptive actions when looking for reliable sources of
information (Varr6-Horvath et al., 2017). Moreover, 3- to 5-year-
olds would rather endorse claims from an agreeable informant
who had no expertise than a disagreeable informant with relevant
expertise (Landrum et al., 2013). Children also prefer to trust in-
formation communicated by a familiar person over that by an un-
familiar person (Corriveau & Harris, 2009b; Danovitch & Mills,
2014; Reyes-Jaquez & Echols, 2013;). They tend to seek and
value knowledge from those they perceive as similar to them-
selves, based on factors such as gender, native accent, and group
affiliation, more than from those they perceive as dissimilar
(Elashi & Mills, 2014; Kinzler et al., 2011; Ma & Woolley, 2013;
MacDonald et al., 2013;). They also prefer to learn about novel
things from adults rather than other children (Jaswal & Neely,
2006). Finally, children are more likely to endorse the information
provided by people on the basis of appearance, such as facial at-
tractiveness, a stronger and healthier body, or formal dress (Bas-
candziev & Harris, 2014, 2016; Brosseau-Liard et al., 2015; Jaffer
& Ma, 2015; McDonald & Ma, 2015;).

When there is a conflict between the 2 types of cues, most
studies found that children rely more on epistemic cues than social
markers to guide their decisions of trust (Baumann ef al., 2023;
Corriveau et al., 2013; Corriveau & Harris, 2009b; Jaswal &
Neely, 2006; Liu et al., 2013; MacDonald et al., 2013; Ronfard
& Lane, 2018; Terrier et al., 2016; Vanderbilt ef al., 2018; Yang
et al., 2023). For example, a non-native-accented informant with
a history of past accuracy was favored in comparison to a native-
accented informant with a history of inaccuracy (Corriveau et al.,
2013). It was found that in 4- to 7-year-olds, the relation between
the informant’s pattern of accuracy and children’s trust was so ro-
bust that it could not be moderated by children’s inferences about
their intents or traits (Ronfard & Lane, 2018). However, epistem-
ically relevant considerations do not always override appraisals
based on social markers. Bascandziev & Harris (2016) reported
that 4- and 5-year-olds did not appear to prefer the more accurate
but less attractive informant over the more attractive but less ac-
curate informant. Danovitch & Mills (2014) found that 4-year-
olds endorsed claims made by a familiar character more often than
those made by an unfamiliar character, even in situations where
they had evidence that the familiar character was unreliable.
Moreover, MacDonald et al. (2013) found that 4-year-olds failed
to trust reliable outgroup members over unreliable ingroup mem-
bers. The inconsistency in literature can be explained by the find-
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ings of Brosseau-Liard and Poulin-Dubois (2015), who reported
that pre-schoolers with more advanced theory of mind preferred
to learn from more accurate informants rather than from physi-
cally stronger informants. Palmquist et al. (2022) also found that
children with better theory of mind ability were more likely to
defer to an unfamiliar informant, in comparison to a previously
inaccurate informant, on the selective trust task. It thus seems
likely that children with more advanced theory of mind tend to
heavily weigh epistemic cues over social markers.

In sum, this line of research shows that young children can
selectively trust communicated knowledge based on epistemic
cues (e.g., past accuracy, informativeness, relevant expertise, good
reasoning, and a majority opinion) and social markers (e.g., proso-
cial behaviors, familiarity, similarity, age, and appearance). When
there is a conflict between different cues, children tend to priori-
tize epistemic cues over the informant’s social characteristics to
decide whom they should invest trust in. A meta-analytic study
on the development of children’s selective trust (Tong et al., 2020)
was found in our second round of literature searches. Their meta-
analyses of 51 studies generated conclusions consistent with ours,
namely that children favor trusting informants who are knowl-
edgeable or show positive social characteristics, and with age,
children prioritize epistemic cues over social characteristics. With
the majority of studies investigating how epistemic cues or social
markers influence children’s selective trust, one study examined
how children’s attachment styles influence their development of
selective trust. Corriveau et al. (2009) reported that securely at-
tached children trusted information from their mothers (versus
strangers) when the claims were reasonable, and they were also
able to trust their own perceptions when the claims were less ra-
tional. However, insecurely attached children, especially those
classified as insecure disorganized, were suspicious of the claims
from both their mothers and strangers, while avoidant children
displayed less reliance on their mothers’ claims and preoccupied
children exhibited more, regardless of cues about their reliability.
Their findings indicated an impaired capacity for selective trust
in insecurely attached children, suggesting a link between epis-
temic disruption and an insecure attachment framework.

Epistemic trust in non-clinical adults

An abundance of literature on how adults perceive and receive
knowledge in social communication exists in cognitive psychol-
ogy, such as the information processing theory proposed by Miller
(1956), stage theory originated by Atkinson & Shiffrin (1968),
and selective attention theory by Treisman (1964). However, using
the specific terms “epistemic trust” and “epistemic vigilance”, our
database and extended searches yielded only 16 empirical studies
in non-clinical adults. Initially, Gilbert and colleagues (Gilbert et
al., 1990; Gilbert et al., 1993) adopted a series of experiments on
college students to investigate how adults perceive and receive
new information communicated by others. Hasson et al. (2005)
replicated Gilbert’s experiments in university student samples.
The 3 studies consistently suggest that young adults tend to accept
new information with an initial belief in its truthfulness.

A total of 9 studies reported similar results in non-clinical
adults as those in studies of children’s selective trust. Adults
were found to also selectively trust claims supported by good
evidence and from sources who show confidence and a history
of accuracy (Fitneva & Dunfield, 2010; Gierth & Bromme,
2020; Guerrero et al., 2020; Pozzi & Mazzarella, 2023; Ronfard
& Lane, 2019; Tenney et al., 2011). Clément et al. (2013) found
in their experiments that adults, similarly to 3-year-olds, pre-
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ferred to acquire new knowledge from an avatar displaying a
happy face than from an avatar displaying an angry face. As in-
formants’ facial expressions are naturally used to detect their in-
tention to cooperate, the findings suggest that adults tend to trust
communicated knowledge from someone who shows benevo-
lence. Likewise, Lane et al. (2013) reported that adults, similarly
to 3- to 6-year-olds, showed a greater tendency to trust the in-
formation provided by people who appear nice, smart, and hon-
est than by those who are not. Additionally, Echterhoff ez al.
(2017) tested whether an audience-tuned message with shared
reality could induce the learner to accept knowledge from out-
group sources in a series of experiments. Adults were found to
be more likely to accept information from an out-group member
who shares consensus with them, despite pre-existing intergroup
biases. Their findings suggest that adults are fundamentally flex-
ible in trusting communicated knowledge despite social catego-
rization or bias. However, one study reported that compared to
young children, adults, and older children were less overconfi-
dent in their knowledge but also less willing to revise their initial
beliefs (Haga & Olson, 2017). Although their findings suggested
some age differences in selective trust strategies, it is possible
that adults and older children are not, in fact, less willing or less
open to revising their beliefs than younger children are. Haga &
Olson (2017) believed that with age, people may become better
at recognizing the limits of their own knowledge and also the
limits of other people’s knowledge, and thus they simply require
more or better information to revise their initial beliefs.

Two studies investigated how conspiracy mentality affects
trust in communicated knowledge. Imhoff et al. (2018) found that
adults with a conspiratorial mindset perceived knowledge from
powerful sources (e.g., sources with expertise) as less credible and
information from powerless sources in a more positive way. As
shown in the studies of children’s selective trust, individuals in
normal development tend to endorse knowledge that is in line with
the majority and from sources with expertise. This source-based
bias in their findings suggested a disruption in epistemic trust for
those with a conspiracy mentality. Frenken & Imhoff (2022) ex-
plored conspiracy mentality and trust by asking a large sample of
adults to evaluate facial trustworthiness in experiments. They
found that those with a conspiracy mentality had a generalized
tendency to perceive others as untrustworthy, as indicated by
lower frequencies of rating novel faces as trustworthy; in com-
parison, those without a conspiracy mentality were able to recog-
nize facial trustworthiness and untrustworthiness cues and make
evaluations based on cues. Their findings that conspiracy mental-
ity correlated with non-specific mistrust towards others, independ-
ent of the displayed (un)trustworthiness cues in the faces,
suggested that those with a conspiracy mentality possibly have a
generalized view of others as malevolent and threatening. In this
sense, the source-based bias that they found in the previous study
may actually reflect a general tendency to distrust the social world
on various levels. Hence, we can conclude that those with a con-
spiracy mentality are likely to take a stance of epistemic mistrust.

It is worth noting that the information presented in these ex-
periments was of no relevance or usefulness to the participants.
Sperber et al. (2010) highlighted that humans tend to accept new
information as automatically true to keep the processing cost at a
bare minimum unless the information communicated is of rele-
vance to themselves and warrants careful reasoning. Therefore, it
is important to carry out experiments where the information com-
municated is of personal relevance to the participants. Schroder-
Pfeifer et al. (2022) designed and conducted an experimental
paradigm to assess epistemic trust where information of personal
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relevance was presented. In their experiment, a small number of
college students were first asked to engage in public speaking and
mental arithmetic in front of 2 evaluators and other participants
and then complete a questionnaire rating their own performance.
Later, participants received feedback from the evaluators about
their performance. The extent to which participants were able to
adequately modify their previous beliefs about themselves on the
basis of evaluators’ feedback was used as a measurement of their
level of epistemic trust. When the communicated information is
of high personal relevance, 3 types of participants appear: an open
type, an overly vigilant type, and a naive/uncertain type.

In summary, it is reasonable to assume that with age, people
may become more aware and vigilant of potential deception and
misinformation. However, the evidence found in non-clinical
adults is, in general, consistent with what has been found about
children’s selective trust. These experimental findings imply that
adults, in general, are open to communicated knowledge and can
use cues in a similar way as children to decide whether or not to
learn from others for their own interests. However, individuals
with a mental health crisis may have disruptions in their capacity
for epistemic trust and tend to distrust others as knowledge
sources. Nevertheless, we anticipate a vast body of investigations
on the mechanisms of social communication and social learning
in psychology literature that are relevant to epistemic trust but not
included in our review due to the necessary constraints of our
search strategy. Direct investigations beyond childhood were lim-
ited due to the absence of tools measuring epistemic trust as an
individual variance factor. Filling the gap, the study by Schroder-
Pfeifer et al. (2022) was the first to use an experimental tool to
assess epistemic stance in terms of openness to knowledge that is
of personal relevance and communicated interpersonally. This
finding should encourage further research to conduct direct inves-
tigations by validating and applying the experimental paradigm
to larger and more diverse samples to explore the individual dif-
ferences in epistemic stance.

Epistemic trust and mental health

To date, 15 studies have investigated the relationship between
epistemic trust, psychopathology, and psychotherapy. A total of 5
studies adopted the trust subscale of the Inventory of Parent and
Peer Attachment (IPPA) as a proxy measure of epistemic trust in
adolescents (Bo et al., 2017; Locati et al., 2022; Locati et al.,
2023; Orme et al., 2019; Venta, 2020). Both Orme et al. (2019)
and Bo et al. (2017) examined the correlation between epistemic
trust and borderline pathology. Orme et al. (2019) found signifi-
cantly reduced trust toward parents in 322 inpatient adolescents
with borderline symptoms. Bo ef al. (2017) reported a significant
increase in trust toward parents and peers along with a decline in
borderline symptoms in 25 female Danish adolescents receiving
1-year structured mentalization-based group therapy. Venta (2020)
found that lower trust in mothers was associated with adverse
childhood experiences and less adaptive acculturative learning in
a sample of 100 recently immigrated high school students. Locati
et al. (2022) reported that lower trust in parents was correlated
with a higher level of perceived stress and emotion dysregulation
during COVID-enforced social isolation in 131 nonclinical ado-
lescents. Locati et al. (2023) revealed gender differences by show-
ing that IPPA trust mediates the association between mentalizing,
internalizing, and externalizing problems in females but not in
males. These findings are largely in line with the theoretical as-
sociations between epistemic mistrust and mental health concerns.
However, it should be borne in mind that the trust subscale of the
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IPPA actually measures the level of trust toward parents and/or
peers in the context of the perceived quality of attachment rela-
tionships rather than epistemic trust.

More direct empirical investigations became possible after
Campbell et al. (2021) introduced a self-report scale, the Epis-
temic Trust, Mistrust and Credulity Questionnaire (ETMCQ), to
measure epistemic stance. The ETMCQ contains 3 subscales
measuring epistemic trust, mistrust, and credulity, based on the
rationale that epistemic disruption might be expressed in high lev-
els of epistemic mistrust, involving a tendency to reject or avoid
any communication, and/or excessive epistemic credulity, where
information is received with insufficient discrimination, leaving
the recipient vulnerable to misinformation and/or exploitation
(Campbell et al., 2021). Including Campbell ez al. (2021), 5 stud-
ies conducted the ETMCQ in large, representative samples to ex-
amine the epistemic trust model of developmental
psychopathology (Kampling et al., 2022; Liotti et al., 2023;
Nimbi et al., 2023; Tanzilli et al., 2022). Campbell et al. (2021)
reported positive associations between dysfunctional epistemic
stance and adverse childhood experiences, insecure attachment,
difficulties in understanding mental states, and global psy-
chopathology severity in UK populations. Similar findings using
translated versions of the scale were reported in large community
samples in Italy (Liotti et al., 2023; Nimbi ef al., 2023; Tanzilli ez
al.,2022) and Germany (Kampling ef al., 2022). Additionally, in
a general sample of 301 Italians, Bincoletto et al. (2023) found
that negative ageism was associated with psychological distress
and linked to epistemic mistrust. Different from the cross-sec-
tional studies using general adult participants, Riedl et al. (2023)
were the first to apply the ETMCQ to a clinical sample (249 psy-
chosomatic inpatients receiving 6-week rehabilitation treatment
in Austria).

The key assumptions of the epistemic trust model of devel-
opmental psychopathology all received supporting evidence from
the above-mentioned studies. First, childhood adverse experiences
and insecure attachment were both found to have strong and pos-
itive associations with epistemic mistrust and epistemic credulity,
and negative associations with epistemic trust across studies. This
supports the theory that early adversity can undermine one’s ca-
pacity for social learning in the long run as a result of pervasive
suspicion or vulnerability to misinformation and that secure at-
tachment with the primary caregiver sets the foundation for one’s
openness to social communication, that is, securely attached in-
dividuals are enabled to generalize trust in the primary caregiver
to the social world. Second, poor mentalization (i.e., difficulties
in understanding mental states) was found to positively correlate
with epistemic mistrust and epistemic credulity across studies.
Surprisingly, in psychosomatic inpatients, Riedl et al. (2023)
found no association between baseline mentalizing level and epis-
temic trust, nor with mistrust or credulity. Even so, they found
that decreases in epistemic mistrust and epistemic credulity and
increases in epistemic trust strongly significantly correlated with
improved mentalizing at the end of treatment. This inconsistency
may also be caused by the use of different scales across studies,
which include the Reflective Functioning Questionnaire, the Men-
talization Questionnaire, and the Brief-Mentalized Affectivity
Scale. Regardless, the empirical evidence overall still supported
the theoretical assumptions about epistemic stance and mental-
ization, that is, difficulties in understanding mental states closely
interlink with over-suspiciousness and inability to accurately iden-
tify trustworthy sources.

Importantly, epistemic mistrust and epistemic credulity, as
dysfunctional epistemic strategies, are strongly positively associ-

OPEN 8ACCESS



press

N

ated with psychopathology, as measured by different scales across
studies. Campbell et al. (2021), Liotti et al. (2023), Nimbi et al.
(2023), and Riedl ez al. (2023) all adopted the Brief Symptom In-
ventory (BSI), which assesses psychological distress and symp-
toms of psychiatric disorders. Tanzilli et al. (2022) used a
personality inventory to assess the overall level of personality dys-
function, and Kampling et al. (2022) employed the International
Trauma Questionnaire to capture post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) and complex PTSD symptoms. The findings provide con-
sistent evidence for the assumption that epistemic mistrust and
epistemic credulity may be associated with vulnerability to psy-
chopathology. However, inconsistent findings appeared regarding
the relationship between epistemic trust and psychopathology.
Higher scores on epistemic trust were, in some studies, found to
be associated with less severe psychological symptomatology (Li-
otti et al., 2023), lower complex PTSD symptoms (Kampling et
al., 2022), and lower levels of depression, anxiety, and somatiza-
tion (Riedl ez al., 2023), but did not associate with reduced levels
of psychological symptoms, nor was it a moderator in buffering
against childhood adversity in Campbell et al. (2021). Moreover,
although Riedl et al. (2023) found that epistemic credulity and
epistemic trust improved with low-to-medium effect sizes along-
side reduced symptoms measured by the BSI, no significant
changes in epistemic mistrust were observed in relation to psy-
chopathological symptoms. The relatively surprising findings by
Riedl et al. (2023) regarding mentalizing capacity and psy-
chopathology may be caused by the possibly lessened sensitivity
of the ETMCQ in clinical populations, as the scale was designed
and validated to capture individual differences of epistemic stance
in general populations.

Altogether, we may conclude that these 7 studies using the
ETMCQ provide emerging empirical evidence for the theoretical
associations drawn between epistemic stance, adverse childhood
experiences, attachment style, mentalizing capacity, and psy-
chopathology. In addition to the key variables, epistemic mistrust
and/or epistemic credulity were found to be significantly associ-
ated with lower abilities in emotional regulation (Liotti ef al.,
2023), immature defense mechanisms (Tanzilli et al., 2022), mal-
adaptive response patterns (Nimbi et al., 2023; Tanzilli ef al.,
2022), and prejudice and stereotypes (Bincoletto et al., 2023).
Emotional dysregulation and dysfunctional defense mechanisms
and response patterns are typically associated with psychopathol-
ogy, and the evidence of these associations added more support
to the theory. Although there are some inconsistencies in the find-
ings and variations in the strength and significance level of the
associations, we believe that the empirical investigations adopting
the ETMCQ overall provided supporting evidence for the epis-
temic model of developmental psychopathology.

Finally, to date, 3 studies have explored epistemic trust and
mistrust in relation to individual experiences of psychotherapy
using semi-structured interview data. Thomas & Jenkins (2019)
studied patient experiences of community-based Mentalization-
Based Therapy (MBT) in 6 males diagnosed with antisocial per-
sonality disorder. They found that epistemic trust appeared to be
the overarching concept that encapsulated all themes that emerged
(i.e., the experience of the group, attachment, learning flexibility,
individual sessions, and impact). The MBT group was seen as
providing a safe, transparent, and flexible space, enabling patients
to explore different aspects and possibilities of their own and oth-
ers’ minds, which fostered their willingness and capacity to trust
others as a source of knowledge. Likewise, Li et al. (2022) ex-
plored what happened to 15 depressed adolescents who entered
treatment with indications of epistemic mistrust through the
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course of psychotherapy over 2 years. They found that some ado-
lescents experienced a shift from epistemic mistrust to epistemic
trust, which seemed to be associated with the experience of ther-
apy; some also experienced a shift but did not consider it as an
outcome of therapy; however, the remaining reported continued
mistrust over the 2 years. Importantly, it was found that indications
of a shift from epistemic mistrust to epistemic trust were associ-
ated with better psychotherapy outcomes regardless of treatment
orientations. Finally, Jaffrani et al. (2020) investigated how epis-
temic trust was restored in an adoptive family receiving MBT. It
was revealed that the building of epistemic trust went through sev-
eral stages, from understanding the difficulties that brought the
family to therapy, building a secure base within therapy, and then
having trust transferred toward other professionals beyond ther-
apy. Generic therapeutic techniques, such as showing empathy,
warmth, and respect, building a safe base and therapeutic alliance,
and improving mentalization, were found to have facilitated the
building of epistemic trust. In addition, 3 factors in the family’s
history were interpreted by the researchers as having contributed
to epistemic mistrust before starting MBT: adverse early experi-
ences, perceptions of professionals putting in minimal effort, and
a rigid treatment framework. Together, these 3 studies on epis-
temic trust and mistrust in relation to therapeutic change provided
some preliminary evidence for the associations between restoring
epistemic trust and effective psychotherapy.

Discussion

The present study aims to understand existing evidence rele-
vant to the epistemic trust model of developmental psychopathol-
ogy to better guide future research. Although a large number of
investigations on children’s selective trust strategies have ad-
dressed the development of epistemic trust in childhood, only a
limited number of studies have explored epistemic trust in adult
populations or in relation to psychopathology, due to a lack of
tools to measure epistemic stance. Direct empirical investigation
has been recently facilitated by the availability of a self-report
scale, the ETMCQ, which measures individual differences in epis-
temic trust. At the same time, Schroder-Pfeifer er al. (2022) have
introduced the first experimental tool to assess epistemic stance.
Further empirical research adopting the self-report scale (Camp-
bell et al., 2021) or the new experimental paradigm (Schroder-
Pfeifer et al., 2022) in diverse samples of adolescents and adults
is needed to further test the epistemic trust model of developmen-
tal psychopathology.

Sperber’s (2010) proposition that children actively utilize
epistemic vigilance in learning from social communication is sup-
ported by compelling evidence concerning the development of se-
lective trust in children. Researchers in this field often separate
epistemic cues from social markers and consider them 2 distinct
strategies for selective trust. They postulate that children discern
between epistemic cues and social markers, weighing their rele-
vance based on the information they pursue. For example, Harris
et al. (2018) posited that children rely on epistemic cues for reli-
able data but assess social traits to gauge an informant’s societal
standing. Likewise, Markson & Luo (2020) deduced that while
children seek epistemic cues for knowledge acquisition, they pri-
oritize informant traits when aiming for social reinforcement.
However, we argue that desirable social characteristics could
mostly be justified on epistemic grounds. For example, a familiar
and similar informant is more apt to offer pertinent and accurate
information than an unfamiliar one from a divergent background.
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This stems from the idea that contextually relevant knowledge
might not hold true in another setting. A common observation is
that children tend to orient towards members of their own com-
munity to guide their early cultural learning (Bamaca-Colbert et
al., 2019; Esseily et al., 2016). Moreover, a benevolent source is
more inclined to prioritize the learner’s interest, offering accurate
information, whereas a malevolent, albeit competent, source may
deceive. Additionally, informants who appear older, more attrac-
tive, or formally attired might be perceived as more informed,
making them seemingly valuable sources for children. Thus, fa-
vored informant traits, such as familiarity and similarity, benevo-
lence, older age, and attractiveness, may signal the relevance and
usefulness of the information communicated.

Therefore, we propose that young children, who may not be
able to explicitly ground their decisions to trust or distrust on epis-
temic grounds, can attend to the social characteristics of the in-
formants. Nevertheless, there are situations where children ignore
epistemically relevant considerations and solely focus on the so-
cial markers of the informants. For example, Jaswal and Kondrad
(2016) noted that children favored informants showcasing in-
group characteristics or prosocial actions, even if it meant com-
promising accurate data. We speculate that in this case, children
may, at an implicit level, prioritize forging positive, enduring so-
cial ties that facilitate knowledge exchange with minimal cogni-
tive exertion, as opposed to perpetually evaluating communicative
cues. Either way, we argue that children’s trust decisions based
on social markers demonstrate a fundamentally rational strategy
for selective trust and serve the same purpose as epistemic-based
judgments, that is, to gather and accumulate robust knowledge
about the world.

One may argue that the studies on selective trust investigate
how people perceive informant cues and how they determine
whom they should invest trust in, rather than focusing on an indi-
vidual’s willingness and capacity to trust others as a source of
knowledge about the world (i.e., epistemic trust). In our view, se-
lective trust is an embodiment of epistemic trust. To put it another
way, only when someone possesses the genuine intent and capa-
bility to regard others as knowledgeable sources can they discern
whom to trust, utilizing cues to optimize their decisions. This per-
spective finds support in results by Corriveau ez al. (2009): se-
curely attached children exhibited patterns of selective trust
consistent with those observed in other studies. When confronted
with plausible claims from both their mothers and strangers, these
children, guided by the cue of familiarity, favored their mother’s
information. Yet, in situations where their mother’s assertion con-
flicted with a stranger’s claim backed by perceptual evidence,
these children prioritized epistemic cues over social markers, lean-
ing towards the stranger’s assertion. In contrast, insecurely at-
tached children showed an absence of selective trust, approaching
both their mother’s and the stranger’s claims with skepticism.
Given the corroborative evidence found in adolescents using the
IPPA (Bo et al., 2017; Locati et al., 2022; Locati et al., 2023;
Orme et al., 2019; Venta, 2020) and in adults using the ETMCQ
(Campbell et al., 2021; Liotti et al., 2023), we may conclude that
individuals with a secure attachment foundation typically initiate
social interactions with a trust rooted in their primary caregivers,
which then broadens into selective trust within larger social con-
texts. However, those with insecure attachments might be less in-
clined to foster openness to social communication, and their
capacity to use epistemic cues and social markers to make trust
decisions is compromised. In this sense, the unwillingness or in-
capacity to trust others as a source of knowledge manifests as a
lack of selective trust, epitomized by universal skepticism.

[Research in Psychotherapy: Psychopathology, Process and Outcome 2023; 26:704]

\‘,press

Our contention that selective trust serves as a manifestation
of epistemic trust gains further support from 2 studies that inves-
tigated how conspiracy mentality affects trust in communicated
knowledge. Adults with a conspiratorial mindset were found to
have a deviant selective trust strategy; they leaned toward infor-
mation sources generally perceived as less credible and showed a
pervasive inclination to distrust others, even when cues indicated
trustworthiness (Frenken & Imhoff, 2022; Imhoff et al., 2018).
This suggests that neither the insecurely attached children nor the
adults with conspiratorial mindsets employ epistemic cues or so-
cial markers in conventional ways.

They either blindly distrust available sources or choose to
learn from sources with cues that are generally unpreferable.
Drawing from these insights, we infer that the inherent openness
of humans to interpersonally transmitted knowledge with active
epistemic vigilance is manifested in young children as the act of
selective learning from reliable others based on epistemic cues
and social markers. However, in individuals with atypical devel-
opment and/or mental health crises, this capacity may be compro-
mised. Consequently, the absence of selective trust or the adoption
of deviant trust strategies can be seen as signs indicating disrup-
tions in the capacity for epistemic trust.

Future direction one: is adolescence the time when
variations of epistemic stance become visible?

Although the evidence in adults seemingly aligns with find-
ings about children’s selective trust, suggesting that humans in
normal development are open to adaptively receiving new knowl-
edge from others, research is scant beyond early childhood. Ef-
fective selective learning should evolve alongside individuals’
growing capacity to evaluate others’ knowledge and intentions.
For example, 3- and 4-year-olds show a strong bias to trust what
adults say, but older children at 6 to 7 years of age demonstrate
increased epistemic vigilance towards others’ knowledge when
faced with inconsistencies between an adult’s verbal and nonver-
bal cues (Ghossainy ez al., 2021). Similarly, older children exhibit
greater caution towards others’ intentions. Zhang & Sylva (2021)
found that in a non-competitive context, 6- to 7-year-olds favored
the outgroup informant over the ingroup informant when the out-
group informant had visual access that provided better knowledge.
But in a competitive context, 6- to 7-year-olds attached less weight
to the visual access that the outgroup informant had and endorsed
the ingroup informant instead. Given that 3- to 4-year-olds lacked
this inclination, older children probably grew more sensitive to
informants’ self-interests. However, selective trust studies rarely
extend beyond childhood, leaving adolescent behaviors in this
context largely uncharted.

Adolescence is a pivotal developmental stage for identity for-
mation (Erikson, 1968). As they transition into this period, young
people often grow more skeptical, displaying heightened self-
awareness, a sense of imaginary audiences, and risk-taking ten-
dencies (Steinberg, 2005). Their expanding social experiences
could potentially make them less gullible regarding communi-
cated knowledge. Dweck and colleagues found that adolescents’
perspectives on others began to differ during early adolescence
(Dweck, 1999; Erdley & Dweck, 1993; Levy & Dweck, 1999).
Some perceived people as unchanging, while others viewed them
as adaptable. Although these studies focused on the views of peo-
ple rather than knowledge receptivity, it’s conceivable that ado-
lescents’ epistemic trust strategies diverge from childhood
patterns. Additionally, heightened activity in brain regions linked
to understanding others’ intentions was observed during adoles-
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cence (van den Bos et al., 2011), a critical factor in deciding to
learn from someone. Moreover, studies using the IPPA’s trust sub-
scale in adolescent samples (Bo et al., 2017; Locati et al., 2022;
Locati et al., 2023; Orme et al., 2019; Venta, 2020;) indicated var-
ious factors, such as pathology and adverse experiences, corre-
sponded with reduced trust towards parents and peers. This
suggests that epistemic stance variations might become more
prominent during adolescence. Investigations across diverse ado-
lescent groups are essential to comprehending the developmental
trajectory of epistemic trust and enriching the epistemic trust
model of developmental psychopathology.

Future direction two: improving measurements
and conducting experiments in adolescents
and adults

A direct empirical exploration of the epistemic trust model
of developmental psychopathology has been facilitated by the
development of the ETMCQ, a self-report scale that measures
epistemic stance. The 7 studies (Bincoletto ez al., 2023; Camp-
bell et al., 2021; Kampling et al., 2022; Liotti et al., 2023;
Nimbi et al., 2023; Riedl et al., 2023; Tanzilli et al., 2022) that
tested the ETMCQ with relevant psychological variables in
large, representative populations or clinical samples all reported
evidence supporting the key assumptions regarding the relations
of dysfunctional epistemic strategies with adverse childhood
experiences, insecure attachment, poor mentalization, and psy-
chopathology. However, an unexpected finding appeared in
Campbell et al. (2021): higher scores on epistemic trust were
neither correlated with better mentalizing capacity nor with re-
duced mental health symptoms. Furthermore, elevated levels
of epistemic trust did not buffer against the impact of childhood
adversity on psychopathology. While their findings were similar
to those later reported by Kampling et al. (2022), Liotti et al.
(2023), and Riedl et al. (2023), the correlation values in the 3
studies were between -0.2 and -0.1, suggesting a very weak or
no association. Campbell et al. (2021) rationalized these results
by proposing that a stance of epistemic trust is a default mode
of social functioning, suggesting that excessive trust beyond
the average brings no added clinical advantage. Indeed, epis-
temic trust can be conceptualized as an inherently stable and
healthy disposition with minimal direct correlation to psy-
chopathology. However, further empirical investigations are
warranted, given that pronounced deficits or excessive levels
of trust could potentially correlate with specific psychopatho-
logical manifestations.

Another potential issue is that the trust subscale might not be
sufficiently well devised to capture epistemic trust. For example,
items 2 (“I find information easier to trust and absorb when it
comes from someone who knows me well”’) and 7 (“sometimes,
having a conversation with people who have known me for a long
time helps me develop new perspectives about myself”) lean to-
wards endorsing knowledge from informants based on familiarity
cues. Although these 2 items reflect aspects of secure attachment
and stable interpersonal relationships, relying solely on social
markers for trust decisions can lead to a risk of being misled. In
other words, those who score high on epistemic credulity might
also score high on these 2 items. Consequently, in future studies,
scores on epistemic credulity should be accounted for when de-
termining the association of epistemic trust with mental health
symptoms. Given our earlier stance that selective trust epitomizes
epistemic trust, researchers might consider including items that
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encapsulate selective trust, focusing on the evaluation of epistemic
cues in the epistemic trust subscale.

Furthermore, self-report scales capture one’s subjective per-
ceptions of behavior. Those who perceive themselves as open to
social communication may not truly exhibit an epistemic trust
stance. A psychological experiment taps responses to specific
stimuli in a structured situation, recording immediate reactions.
Building on the majority of research that employs psychological
experiments in a laboratory setting, future empirical studies should
utilize an experimental approach to assess epistemic stances. To
our knowledge, the new paradigm introduced by Schroder-Pfeifer
et al. (2022) is the first published experimental tool that assesses
epistemic trust. Their paradigm communicates personally relevant
new knowledge to participants, and the extent of participant belief
revision based on this communicated knowledge is measured as
their epistemic trust level. The participant types identified in their
results align with the 3 independent structures in the ETMCQ, as
documented by Campbell et al. (2021). Going forward, re-
searchers could employ this new experimental paradigm to dis-
cern group differences between those with mental disorders and
healthy controls, particularly evaluating whether the open type
exhibits fewer mental health symptoms. Moreover, based on the
hypothesis that positive caregiving experiences foster one’s trust
in others’ knowledge, Milesi et al. (2023) proposed that epistemic
trust is a subset of interpersonal trust, and gauging trustworthiness
from facial cues is foundational to both types of trust. Future re-
search should consider adopting an experimental approach to test
these hypotheses.

Future direction three: prospective observational
study helps in understanding how epistemic stance
relates to therapeutic change

The 3 qualitative studies (Jaffrani ef al., 2020; Li et al.,
2022; Thomas & Jenkins, 2019) exploring epistemic trust and
mistrust in psychotherapy using interview data provided some
preliminary evidence for the association between restoring epis-
temic trust and effective psychotherapy. Further investigation is
needed to understand whether the components for building epis-
temic trust found in the 3 studies can be generalized across con-
texts. Fonagy and colleagues (Fonagy et al., 2017b, 2019) have
proposed a framework of 3 communication systems that gener-
ate epistemic trust in psychotherapeutic interventions and that
are believed to explain therapeutic change across different types
of psychosocial treatments.

In the meantime, to understand whether the restoration of
epistemic trust represents a vital feature of effective psychother-
apy, it would be useful to start with a prospective observational
study where the variation of epistemic stance is measured
throughout treatment. In the existing literature, only Bo et al.
(2017) and Riedl et al. (2023) conducted assessments at baseline
and the end of treatment in the same cohort receiving psychother-
apy. Bo et al. (2017) found a significant increase in trust toward
parents and peers along with a decline in borderline symptoms,
and Riedl ef al. (2023) reported decreases in epistemic mistrust
and epistemic credulity and increases in epistemic trust along with
improved mentalizing. However, we cannot be sure whether the
increased level of epistemic trust is the most central factor leading
to therapeutic change or a facilitative factor that enhances the ef-
fects of other key variables such as coping skills, emotion regula-
tion, and therapeutic alliance but is not sufficiently helpful on its
own for subsequent symptom change. Another possibility is that
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restoring epistemic trust is not a generic mechanism for therapeu-
tic change, but that epistemic mistrust is a hindrance to change.
Future research might apply the ETMCQ at various time points
throughout the treatment to understand whether and how the pa-
tient’s epistemic stance changes across the sessions. To better un-
derstand how epistemic stance relates to therapeutic change and
other key variables in psychotherapy (e.g., coping skills, emotion
regulation, therapeutic alliance), studies may need to monitor
within- and between-session changes to test whether an increase
in epistemic trust brings about a subsequent reduction in symp-
toms and positive influence on other variables.

Measuring within- and between-session changes would, in
parallel, help to understand how epistemic trust is restored in an
individual. For example, we assume that a change from a dys-
functional to a functional epistemic stance would start with an in-
creased openness to learning from the therapist. This may
manifest as moments where the patient gradually accepts new per-
spectives from the therapist, and based on what they learn, they
change the way they perceive their problems and their social en-
vironment. It may alternatively manifest as a process by which
the patient applies what they have learned from their therapist to
real life, finds this experience useful, and then develops an in-
creased openness in subsequent sessions. In the former situation,
micro-process research can help to gain a deeper understanding
of the dynamics, which might involve a moment-to-moment
analysis of treatment sessions, focusing on a segment of a single
session, an entire session, or several specified sessions. In the lat-
ter situation, how benign/harsh the social environment of the pa-
tient is may be critical to the restoration of epistemic trust and
symptom improvements. People who continue to live in a harsh
environment may appear “hard to reach” and are often the very
people who struggle to benefit from psychotherapy and end up
dropping out. This may form another area for future empirical re-
search. It would also help to understand what the therapist can do
to maximize the benefits of treatment, especially for those who
have the most severe/complex mental health needs.

Furthermore, it would be interesting to assess how specific
trust towards the therapist evolves during treatment, comple-
mented by the measurement of epistemic trust. Researchers can
apply tools such as the Working Alliance Inventory and determine
whether an increase in epistemic trust and decreases in epistemic
mistrust and credulity correlate with increases in specific trust to-
wards the therapist and working alliance. This assessment would
provide insights into whether a strong therapeutic relationship me-
diates a shift from a dysfunctional to a functional epistemic stance.
As the ETMCQ was designed to measure a trait-like tendency and
might not be sensitive enough to capture state-like changes, it
would be beneficial for psychotherapy research to develop a state
measure that reflects within-patient processes of epistemic
change. Finally, based on the outcomes of the investigations
above, researchers might consider developing a manual that
guides the resolution of epistemic mistrust in psychotherapy. This
approach would facilitate an understanding of how psychothera-
peutic treatment might be tailored to more effectively overcome
difficulties in epistemic trust and, consequently, enhance treatment
outcomes.

Conclusions

Experimental evidence on selective trust in children under-
pins the epistemic trust model of developmental psychopathol-
ogy. Epistemic trust is deployed when humans evaluate various
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cues from informants to guide effective social learning. How-
ever, disruptions can manifest in individuals with atypical de-
velopment or mental health crises, showing abnormal trust
strategies. Direct empirical exploration in adults was facilitated
by the development of a self-report scale for epistemic trust, and
these studies highlighted dysfunctional epistemic strategies’ role
in mental health vulnerability. Preliminary qualitative research
also links the restoration of epistemic trust to successful psy-
chotherapy, but the field needs further exploration. However,
much remains to be done in this research field. We proposed 3
research directions. First, empirical investigations in adolescent
samples are needed to understand whether adolescence is the
period when variations in epistemic stance become visible. Sec-
ond, researchers should conduct behavioral experiments in ado-
lescents and adults to assess dysfunctional and functional
epistemic stances and how they relate to vulnerability to mental
health disorders. Third, prospective observational studies where
the variation of epistemic stance is measured throughout treat-
ment and within- and between-session changes are monitored
will be of great help in understanding how epistemic stance re-
lates to therapeutic change. Moreover, broad empirical research
involving diverse mental disorders can further validate findings,
especially in determining if a dysfunctional epistemic strategy
indicates innate psychopathological tendencies. Lastly, varying
psychotherapy research can illuminate whether generating epis-
temic trust may be a generic mechanism for change in effective
psychotherapy.
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