
 Not all methods of knowledge 

acquisition are equal and some are 

perceived to be more reliable than 

others. 
 

 For example, although acquiring 

knowledge through testimony is very 

common, testimony may be more 

fallible than our own perceptual 

experiences (Coady, 1989). 

 

 However there are clearly 

circumstances in which our first-hand 

perceptual experiences are inaccurate, 

such as in the case of perceptual 

illusions (e.g., Ames room illusion, 

Ittelson, 1952) 

 

 Knowledge can be obtained through 

reason, integrating logic, prior 

knowledge, and experience to make 

novel inferences. Plato and Descartes 

argued that reason is epistemically 

superior to perception (Descartes, 

1637/1912; Plato, circa 369 BC/1892). 

But reason, too, can be flawed 

 

Current Research 
The current research investigates 

children’s and adults’ trust in 

informants who vary in how their 

knowledge was acquired – first 

hand experience, testimony from 

others, and inference based on 

prior knowledge. 
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• Whereas adults trusted informants who 

learned via perception the most (and 

found them to be epistemically superior 

to both reason and testimony), young 

children were more variable.  

 

• Older children in our sample (ages 6 to 

7.78 years) trusted a perception 

informant over a testimony one, but 

younger children (ages 4 to 5.9 years) 

did not.  

 

• Younger children trusted a reason 

informant over a testimony one, but older 

children did not.  

 

• Regarding patterns of preference, older 

children and adults were more likely to 

be systematic in their preferences than 

younger children (who seemed to be 

choosing informants in no clear order). 

 

• In sum, although children's selective trust 

is relatively mature by the onset of 

schooling, epistemic trust continues to 

develop through the early school years. 

 

Participants completed three within-subjects 

conditions.  

 
In each condition, two informants 4 provided pieces of 

conflicting information about a novel animal (e.g., 

“wug”).  

 

For each piece of information, participants had to 

choose which was most likely correct (i.e., 

endorsement items).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Then participants answered which person knew the 

most about the animal (i.e., epistemic judgment item). 

 

 

Within-Subjects Conditions 

 

1. PvT – An informant who learned about the animal via 

first-hand experience (perception informant) is 

contrasted with an informant who reported hearing 

about the animal from someone else (testimony 

informant). 

 

2. PvR – A perception informant is contrasted with an 

informant who makes inferences about the animal 

based on his/her prior knowledge (reason informant). 

 

3. RvT – A reason informant is contrasted with a 

testimony informant. 
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Preference Patterns 

Pattern Younger 

Children 

Older 

Children 

Adults 

Linear Patterns 

P>R>T 5 (20%) 6 (24%) 19 (73%) 

P>T>R 2 (8%) 7 (28%) 5 (19%) 

R>P>T 5 (20%) 5 (20%) 1 (4%) 

R>T>P 3 (12%) 5 (20%) 0 (0%) 

T>R>P 2 (8%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

T>P>R 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

Circular Patterns 

P>R>T>P 4 (16%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 

R>P>T>R 4 (16%) 2 (8%) 1 (4%) 

For the epistemic 

judgment items, adults’ 

patterns matched our 

hypotheses, whereas 

children were more 

variable.  In fact, older 

children demonstrated a 

preference only in the 

PvT comparision. 

For the endorsement 

items, adults’ patterns 

matched our hypotheses, 

whereas children were 

more variable.  Younger 

children demonstrated a 

significant preference in 

the RvT comparison. 

Older children 

demonstrated a marginal 

preference in the PvT 

condition. 

Most adults prioritize 

perception over other 

methods of obtaining 

knowledge. Half older 

children prioritize 

perception and  half 

reason. Younger 

children are less 

systematic. 

Faces were taken from the Center for Vital Longevity 

Face Database (Minear & Park, 2004). 


