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Abstract 

Author: Mathilde Hallingstad Prenevost 

Title: A Relational Approach to Information Seeking and Trust: How does adult attachment 

influence the way we relate to information? 

Supervisor: Francisco Pons 

Aim: This study aimed to investigate for the first time the relationship between attachment, 

information seeking and epistemic trust in adults. The study takes a relational approach by 

investigating information seeking in the context of attachment relationships and epistemic 

trust. 

Method: A total of 373 university students participated in the study. The project is part of a 

larger international project led by Francisco Pons. Data used in this study was collected in 

France. Participants were recruited through university lectures and completed a questionnaire. 

A categorical measure of attachment was used for both attachment in close friendships and 

attachment in romantic relationships. Information seeking and epistemic trust was measured 

with two novel scales. Data was analyzed using mainly analysis of variance and Chi-square 

tests of association. 

Results: A clear relationship between attachment in close friendships and information 

seeking was found. Insecure attachment was related to a preference for seeking information 

through first-hand experience rather than third-person testimony when compared with secure 

attachment. Attachment was also related to epistemic trust, but only for those scoring 

particularly high or particularly low on the epistemic trust scale. For this subsample, insecure 

attachment was related to lower levels of epistemic trust. No significant relationships were 

found between attachment in romantic relationships and information seeking and epistemic 

trust.  

 

Key words: adult attachment; attachment in friendships; romantic attachment; information 

seeking, first-hand experience; third-person testimony, epistemic trust  
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1. Introduction 

Imagine you have just moved to a new city. You want to learn more about your new 

home. There are several ways in which you can seek information about the city. You can go 

exploring by yourself or you can ask a neighbor who has lived there for a while, and maybe 

you will do both. You have been told that the city is a safe place with little crime. Yet on your 

first day there you witness a robbery. Do you trust what you had heard in spite of your own 

experience, or do you conclude that those who said there was little crime are wrong? 

This study springs out of three observations from developmental psychology regarding 

attachment, information seeking and trust (Pons, 2018). First, children learn about the world 

through both “Piagetian” first-hand experience (e.g. Gopnik & Wellman, 2012) and 

“Vygotskyan” third-person testimony (Harris, 2012). Adults also use these two strategies 

when seeking information. In the above example, asking a neighbor would be to seek 

information through third-person testimony whereas exploring by yourself would be to use 

first-hand experience to seek information.  

Second, children are selective when it comes to whom they trust as informants (Harris, 

Koenig, Corriveau, & Jaswal, 2018). Work within experimental child psychology indicates 

that children weigh information from testimony (e.g. from their mother, a stranger) against 

their own perceptive cues (Corriveau, Harris, et al., 2009; Lane, Harris, Gelman, & Wellman, 

2014), and that children consider factors such as familiarity (Corriveau & Harris, 2009a), past 

accuracy (e.g. Corriveau, Kinzler, & Harris, 2013) and whether a person is in agreement with 

a majority (e.g. Corriveau, Fusaro, & Harris, 2009) when deciding whom they trust as 

informants.  

Third, epistemic trust develops in the context of attachment relationships (Fonagy, 

Campbell, & Bateman, 2017). Attachment theory concerns the emotional bonds formed in 

close relationships. According to attachment theory, experiences with attachment figures in 

early childhood shapes a person’s expectations (internal working models) of themselves and 

others in relationships, and these expectations in turn influence how the person relates to 

others throughout life (Bowlby, 1969/1997). Similarly, experiences with a close caregiver’s 

testimony and availability for answering questions might shape the child’s working models 

for information seeking and epistemic trust beyond childhood (Allison & Fonagy, 2016).  

The aim of the current study is to investigate for the first time how information 

seeking and epistemic trust relates to attachment in adults. The study extends the findings 

from child psychology by suggesting that adults prefer learning either through first-hand 
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experience or third-person testimony, have different levels of epistemic trust, and that these 

two factors are related to attachment.  

Scope. Because this project springs out of developmental psychology, a large 

proportion of the literature reviewed focuses on children. Even though the main interest of 

this study is attachment, information seeking and epistemic trust in adults, it is deemed 

necessary to report on findings from child psychology to provide sufficient context for the 

current project. The phenomena of interest are viewed as developmental processes that 

continue into adulthood, thus findings from child psychology can give light to adult 

psychological functioning. 

1.1 Background 

1.1.1 Information seeking 

The foundation for the term information seeking as it is used in this study originates in 

developmental research on how children learn about the world. Paul Harris (2012) identifies 

two different strategies children use to seek out information; first-hand experience and third-

person testimony.  

First-hand experience 

Following Piaget’s constructivist theory of cognitive development, a large body of 

research has supported the notion that children learn by engaging with the world first-hand. 

For example, one strain of research focuses on the child as a naive scientist who learns about 

the world through intuitive theories which are tested and elaborated as the child interacts with 

the world (Gopnik & Wellman, 2012; Tourmen, 2016). Gopnik and Wellman (2012) point to 

two ways children can update their intuitive theories of causality: experiments to see how 

something works (e.g. placing different-shaped objects on top of each other to see what 

combinations can make up a tower), and observation of what happens when others act (e.g. 

observing another child playing with blocks to learn what combinations can make up a 

tower). These are both based on the premise that children learn from first-hand experience 

with the world. 

A large amount research investigates how children learn from first-hand experience, 

recently exemplified in research within the framework of probabilistic learning (for a review 

see Gopnik & Wellman, 2012). For example, one line of experimental studies has used the 
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“Blicket detector” paradigm (Gopnik & Sobel, 2000) to explore how children learn causal 

mechanisms from observations. Children are introduced to the “Blicket detector”, which 

lights up and plays music when certain blocks are placed on it. Next, the children are asked to 

identify which blocks are blickets based on observations of trials where blocks either do, do 

not, or do sometimes turn the machine on. In the original studies, preschoolers demonstrated 

the ability to learn and spontaneously use categories learned from observing causality 

(Gopnik & Sobel, 2000; Gopnik, Sobel, Schulz, & Glymour, 2001), and similar tendencies 

have been indicated in children as young as eight months of age (Sobel & Kirkham, 2006). 

Taken as a whole, this literature is a strong indication that children learn about the world from 

first-hand experience. 

The use of first-hand experience as a source of information beyond childhood seems 

evident given the crucial role first-hand experience has been assigned in cognitive 

development. Indeed, the research investigating learners as naïve scientists has been extended 

to adults. For instance, one study used a version of the blicket detector task with adult 

participants (Griffiths, Sobel, Tenenbaum, & Gopnik, 2011). Results were in line with 

predictions of a model of probabilistic learning in the context of causal learning. Similar 

results have been found in the context of word learning (Xu & Tenenbaum, 2007). 

Third-person testimony  

 Harris (2012) points to another strategy children use when learning about the world in 

accordance with Vygotsky’s historical-cultural approach of psychological development: 

learning from the testimony of others (see Harris et al., 2018 for a recent review). Harris 

(2012) argues that children, in a similar fashion to how they use first-hand experience, use the 

testimony of others in combination with their imagination to engage with concepts that cannot 

be directly perceived or experienced. For example, a child in Norway has few opportunities to 

learn about rhinos through direct observation and cannot directly observe the process of 

photosynthesis. Yet she can learn about them from a parent or teacher and compare the new 

information with what she already knows using her imagination. Children discover that others 

can be a well of information and start asking questions as a deliberate strategy to learn about 

the world (Harris, 2012; Ronfard, Zambrana, Hermansen, & Kelemen, 2018). 

Children start to learn from what people tell them from an early age (Ganea & Harris, 

2010; Ganea, Shutts, Spelke, & DeLoache, 2007). For example, in one study children at the 

age of 22 months were able to act according to information from testimony about a toy’s 
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change of state (from wet to dry) (Ganea et al., 2007). Young children demonstrate a tendency 

to rely on testimony even when it goes against their own perceptional cues, as long as there is 

a certain level of ambiguity (Jaswal, 2010; Jaswal, Croft, Setia, & Cole, 2010; Lane et al., 

2014), and as they grow they continue to learn from others while also learning to make more 

precise distinctions between whom to trust and whom not to trust (see section 1.1.2). 

Some studies have investigated how children deal with more abstract knowledge such 

as historical characters, scientific phenomena and fairy-tale creatures. This is knowledge that 

can only be acquired through testimony as it is not accessible to the children through first-

hand experience. Children are increasingly able to distinguish the real from the fictional, 

demonstrating a sensitivity to whether a story seems possible or not (Corriveau, Kim, 

Schwalen, & Harris, 2009). What’s more, children appear to make fine-grained distinctions 

between entities that certainly are real (e.g. germs), entities that might be real (e.g. Santa 

Clause) and entities that are not real (e.g. flying pigs) (Harris, Pasquini, Duke, Asscher, & 

Pons, 2006; Kapitány, Nelson, Burdett, & Goldstein, 2018). These studies indicate that 

children evaluate information they learn through testimony against their existing knowledge 

and previous experience. 

  Beyond childhood. As far as we are aware, most of the research on information 

seeking from third-person testimony has been done with children. Studies on information 

seeking in adults have tended to focus on more technical aspects of information seeking, such 

as how information is perceived and processed. Often cognitive models of processing are used 

(see Case, 2012 for a review). Social aspects of information seeking are often merely 

represented as secondary processes of information exchange or as situational factors which 

influence the cognitive processing of information. However, information seeking is a social 

endeavor (Baumeister, Maranges, & Vohs, 2017). The current conceptualization is different 

from the cognitive models used so far to study information seeking in adults. It includes social 

interactions as a fundamental aspect of information seeking by focusing on the dialogue 

between information gathered through own experience and the experience of others, and it 

includes relational aspects such as trust and attachment bonds. Even though this approach has 

yet to be applied to adults, the notion that adults also seek information both though first-hand 

experience and third-person testimony, and that they meet the same conflicts demanding 

epistemic trust as children is a natural implication of the findings from developmental 

psychology. What’s more, as children grow up they gain experience with the reliability of 
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different sources of information based on their experiences. This can lead them to develop a 

preference for certain sources of information over others. 

1.1.2 Epistemic trust  

Children encounter a number of potential sources of information to learn from, 

including their own experience and the testimony of others. As a consequence, situations in 

which different sources of information are in conflict are likely to occur. Two people might 

claim different things about a phenomenon, or a person’s claims may be in conflict with the 

child’s own experience or perception. In such situations the child must chose whom to trust. 

However, children do not accept the testimony of just anyone. Rather, children are quite 

selective when it comes to whom they trust. A series of experimental studies indicate that 

children discriminate between informants on the basis of qualities such as confidence 

(Brosseau-Liard, Cassels, & Birch, 2014), past accuracy (e.g. Birch, Vauthier, & Bloom, 

2008; Corriveau & Harris, 2009b; Durkin & Shafto, 2016; Ganea, Koenig, & Millet, 2011; 

Koenig & Woodward, 2010; Pasquini, Corriveau, Koenig, & Harris, 2007), familiarity 

(Corriveau & Harris, 2009a) and even accents (Corriveau, Kinzler, et al., 2013).  

Children are also sensitive to social factors such as consensus and dissent (Corriveau, 

Fusaro, et al., 2009; Corriveau, Kim, Song, & Harris, 2013) and whether the informant 

belongs to the same cultural group as the participant (Chen, Corriveau, & Harris, 2013; Chen, 

Corriveau, Lai, Poon, & Gaither, 2018; Corriveau et al., 2017; Corriveau, Kim, et al., 2013; 

DiYanni, Corriveau, Kurkul, Nasrini, & Nini, 2015) when deciding whom to trust. For 

example, in an experiment, Corriveau and colleagues (2013) used a modified version of the 

Asch paradigm to see whether preschoolers are sensitive to social consensus. Children first 

watched a video where three actors gave incorrect answers when asked to choose the biggest 

out of 3 lines. Next the children were asked to decide which line they thought was biggest. 

The preschoolers agreed with the actors in spite of their own perception, even when the child 

made the decision in privacy after the experimentor left the room. 

1.1.3 Attachment 

Attachment theory, as formulated by John Bowlby (1969/1997, 1973/1998b, 

1980/1998a), states that children form attachment bonds to caregivers through early 

experiences in attachment relationships (e.g. Pons, de Rosnay, Barriol, & Zacharopoulou, 
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2010 for a review). The sensitive care of a caregiver in early childhood allows the child to 

develop a secure emotional bond – an attachment – to the caregiver. The caregiver forms a 

secure base from which the child can explore the world, and a safe haven to which the child 

can return for support. Behaviors such as crying, clinging, calling, smiling, and maintaining 

proximity to an attachment figure are termed attachment behavior. Through experiences in 

attachment relationships children develop expectations (inner working models) of themselves 

and others that in turn shape their relationships throughout life. These inner working models 

are representations of whether an attachment figure will be available and responsive if 

needed, and whether the one is the type of person that others will want to respond to (Bowlby, 

1998b).  

Development. When it comes to the development of attachment, Bowlby states that 

attachment bonds are “present and active throughout the life-cycle” (Bowlby, 1998a, p. 39). It 

starts in infancy as instinctive behavior directed towards a primary caregiver and takes more 

complex forms as the child grows. For example, the child might develop an understanding of 

the attachment figure as available even when not immediately present. As the child’s social 

circle expands so does the number of potential attachment figures. Although the initial bond 

between parent and child often remains into adulthood, Bowlby opens for attachment bonds to 

people outside the family, as clearly stated in this excerpt from the first volume of Attachment 

and Loss: 

During adolescence a child’s attachment to his parents changes. Other adults may 

come to assume an importance equal or greater than that of the parents, and sexual attraction 

to age-mates begins to extend the picture.(Bowlby, 1997, p. 207) 

During adolescence and early adulthood, a shift in the hierarchy of attachment figures 

occurs where peers (both friends and romantic partners) to a larger extent become included as 

attachment figures (Allen & Tan, 2016; Zeifman & Hazan, 2016). This means that 

relationships with peers increasingly take on attachment functions. In teens and adults, the 

functions of the attachment bonds are thought to be the same as in early childhood (e.g. 

proximity maintenance, secure base, safe haven), but the expressions of attachment behavior 

will be different, and the attachment relationship will be marked by mutuality and negotiation 

as opposed to the dependency and asymmetry of infant-caregiver relationships (Zeifman & 

Hazan, 2016). For example, a teen might seek comfort from a conflict at home by discussing 

it with a best friend, and a college student might turn to a friend for emotional support after a 

breakup. It has been suggested that some attachment functions are evident in peer attachment 
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relationships but that parents remain as the primary attachment figures, and that full-blown 

attachment relationships to peers only occur in adulthood, when a peer (often a romantic 

partner) takes on all of the functions of the attachment system (Zeifman & Hazan, 2016). 

Individual differences. Classifications of individual differences in attachment were 

developed by Mary Ainsworth and colleagues (1978) on the basis of observations of how 

young children respond when separated and reunited with their primary attachment figure 

(usually the mother) at home and in a lab procedure called the Strange Situation. Children 

were categorized into Group A (avoidant attachment), Group B (secure attachment) or Group 

C (anxious/ambivalent attachment) based on their patterns of play and cry, and on their 

interactions with their attachment figure.  

A large body of developmental and clinical research has used and advanced 

Ainsworth’s classification. For instance, individual differences in attachment has repeatedly 

been linked to social competence in children and adolescents (Allen & Tan, 2016; Sroufe, 

2005). For example, a 30-year long longitudinal study (the Minnesota study) followed a group 

of children from before birth into adulthood (Sroufe, 2005). Among the main findings was 

that participants who were securely attached to their parents at 12 months of age later showed 

greater self-reliance and independence in nursery school, and again at a summer camp at age 

10. Thus, findings from the Minnesota study supports the notion that securely attached 

children explore and engage with learning tasks with greater independence than insecurely 

attached individuals. In adolescents, peer attachment security has been linked to aspects of 

social competence such as communication in peer relationships and ability to seek emotional 

support when needed (Allen & Tan, 2016). 

The proportions of the attachment styles tend to vary with culture (van Ijzendoorn & 

Sagi-Schwarts, 2008), but secure attachment is typically the most frequent, followed by 

avoidant and then anxious attachment. In a review of cross-cultural attachment research, van 

Ijzendoorn and Sagi-Schwarts (2008) report the following distribution of attachment styles in 

Western Europe: Avoidant: 28%, Secure: 66 %, Anxious: 6%. 

Adult attachment. Although it was present in the initial formulations of attachment 

theory, adult attachment received little attention until it was further developed and 

conceptualized in the late 1980s (Ainsworth, 1989; Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Hazan and 

Shaver (1987) applied Ainsworth’s three categories to adult romantic relationships. They 

hypothesized that the romantic experiences of securely attached adults would be marked by 

trust, friendship and positive emotions. Securely attached adults were expected to be 
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comfortable with intimacy and with having others depend on them. Adults categorized as 

insecure-avoidant were expected to experience a fear of closeness and lack of trust, to struggle 

with intimacy, and to be uncomfortable with letting others get too close. Adults categorized as 

insecure-anxious on the other hand were expected to want to be very close and intimate with 

their romantic partner, to be preoccupied with worries that the other will leave them, and to 

experience a “painfully exciting struggle to merge with another person” (Hazan & Shaver, 

1987, p. 513).  

When it comes to outcomes of adult attachment, one line of research has investigated 

how individual differences in adult attachment influence support-seeking and coping when 

faced with stressful events (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016a, 2016b). For example, an 

observation study where dating couples discussed a personal, stressful issue found that 

avoidant attachment predicted ineffective support seeking (Collins & Feeney, 2000). When it 

comes to coping, avoidant attachment has been linked to distancing coping strategies, such as 

stress denial, diversion of attention, behavioral and cognitive disengagement (e.g. Holmberg, 

Lomore, Takacs, & Price, 2011). Anxious attachment on the other hand has been linked to 

higher levels of worrying and rumination (i.e. dwelling on negative emotions and pondering 

negative life events) (e.g. Garrison, Kahn, Miller, & Sauer, 2014). With regard to the current 

project, in relation to ineffective support seeking and the use of distancing coping strategies, 

perhaps avoidant attachment is also related to a tendency to prefer first-person experience 

over third-person testimony, and to lower levels of epistemic trust. 

Mikulincer and Shaver (2016b) have further theorized how individual differences in 

attachment relates to individuals’ mental representations (working models) of others. Secure 

attachment is predicted to contain representations of others as “well-intended providers of 

protection, comfort, and security” (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016b, p. 167). In relation to the 

current study, secure attachment might also be related to representations of others as providers 

of reliable information about the world. Avoidant attachment on the other hand is 

hypothesized to be related to negative appraisals of others as unavailable and unresponsive. 

Anxious attachment is expected to be related to complex, ambivalent appraisals of others with 

conflicting appraisals of their potential value and their frequent unavailability, unreliability, or 

infidelity. 

The relative importance of parental and peer attachment. In a meta-analytic study,  

Mattanah, Lopes, and Govern (2011) point out that the importance of parental attachment is 

reduced in early adulthood as relationships with peers (both as friends and romantic partners) 
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takes up greater importance. Among the studies they reviewed, those that included both 

parental and peer attachment measures reported that compared to parental attachment 

security, peer attachment security was more strongly related to adjustment measures. These 

findings were taken into account in the selection of a measure of attachment in this study. 

1.1.4 Attachment, information seeking and epistemic trust 

A central aspect of attachment theory concerns how individuals are affected by, and in 

turn influence, their surroundings over time in complex interactions within close relationships 

(e.g. Bender, Sømhovd, Pons, Reinholdt-Dunne, & Esbjørn, 2016 for a review). The sensitive 

care of caregivers influences the infant’s developing expectations of themselves and others, 

which they in turn bring into new relationships. Thus, attachment experiences contribute, in a 

transactional manner, to the development of stable tendencies in ways of relating to others. 

Similarly, this paper suggests that experiences in which children learn from the testimony of 

others may contribute to the development of tendencies to seek out and trust information from 

certain sources over others (i.e. first-hand experience or third-person testimony). 

Bowlby (1997) describes how the attachment behavior system is related to an 

exploratory behavior system. When the child feels safe she has a drive to explore the world 

through play. The attachment figure forms a secure base from which this exploration can 

unfold. Bowlby’s concept of exploration has resemblance to information seeking through 

first-hand experience as it is conceptualized here. Harris (2007, 2012)  argues that children 

similarly relate to specific caregivers as a secure base whom they can ask questions and trust 

to provide accurate information about the world. He further argues that “as emotional 

availability fosters an affective bond – an attachment – between child and adult, cognitive 

availability is likely to foster an intellectual bond between child and adult.” (Harris, 2012, p. 

36). This implies, given a connection between emotional and cognitive availability in the 

parent, that attachment might play an important role in shaping the development of 

information seeking and epistemic trust. 

Recently, work within clinical psychology has indicated a link between attachment 

and epistemic trust in relation to psychopathology. Fonagy and colleagues (Allison & Fonagy, 

2016; Fonagy et al., 2017) argue that transmission of cultural knowledge, from an 

evolutionary perspective, was crucial for human survival, and that the transmission of this 

knowledge usually first occurs in attachment relationships. Thus, secure attachment 

relationships can contribute to the establishment of epistemic trust if the child experiences 
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information gained from the testimony of close others as reliable and personally relevant. 

Fonagy and colleagues further suggest that conditions in which children develop insecure 

attachments also might lead the child to develop epistemic mistrust. If close others in the 

child’s environment are experienced as unreliable sources of information, it might be 

adaptable to develop a skepticism when it comes to information gained from testimony 

(Fonagy et al., 2017). 

Past research. Few studies have studied the relationship between attachment, 

information seeking and epistemic trust empirically. One especially relevant study found that 

information seeking and epistemic trust varied by attachment security in children. In a 

longitudinal experimental study Corriveau, Harris, et al. (2009) investigated how children, 

who had been classified according to attachment based on the Strange Situation at 15 months 

of age, responded to the claims of their mother and a stranger at age 4 and 5. The children 

were presented with novel objects, and images of animal hybrids that combined two animals 

into one. There were two types of animal hybrids: 50:50 hybrids (e.g. 50% cow, 50% horse) 

and 75:25 hybrids (e.g. 75% bird, 25% fish). In the 75:25 hybrids the mother claimed the 25% 

label for the animal (i.e. “It’s a fish”). This way the mother’s claims conflicted with most of 

the perceptual cues available. Children either asked or endorsed one of the two informants 

(mother vs stranger) in each trial.  

The securely attached children demonstrated a hypothesized flexibility, systematically 

preferring the mother in the novel object and 50:50 conditions but rejecting her claims in the 

75:25 condition. Thus, secure children trusted their mother unless she was in conflict with 

their own perceptual cues. The insecure-avoidant children preformed at chance levels in the 

novel object and 50:50 conditions, and systematically rejected the mother’s claims in the 

75:25 condition. Thus, insecure-avoidant children showed no preference for the mother in any 

condition. The insecure-anxious children on the other hand systematically trusted the mother 

in the novel object and 50:50 conditions but preformed at chance levels in the 75:25 

condition. This study indicates that secure attachment might promote flexible use of 

information seeking strategies, allowing the individual to choose the strategy best suited for 

the task at hand. Insecure attachment on the other hand might promote more rigid information 

seeking in which the person overly relies on either the testimony of others (insecure-anxious 

attachment) or first-hand experience (insecure-avoidant attachment). In light of epistemic 

trust, the study suggests that both secure and insecure-anxious attachment are related to high 

epistemic trust whereas insecure-avoidant attachment is related to low epistemic trust. 
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1.2 The current study 

In sum, a lot is known about information seeking and epistemic trust in children. 

Children learning from first-hand experience and third-person testimony, and their trust in 

different informants has been studied extensively. However, little is known about how adults 

use of first-hand experience vs. third-person testimony, and little is known about how adults 

trust various kinds of information. Furthermore, a large body of research has investigated the 

social and emotional outcomes of attachment, but little is known about the cognitive 

outcomes of attachment (such as information seeking) (Pons, 2018). The theoretical lines 

between attachment, information seeking and epistemic trust have been drawn (e.g. Fonagy et 

al., 2017), but they have yet to be investigated empirically. Thus, the aim of the current study 

was to explore for the first time the relationship between attachment, information seeking and 

epistemic trust in adults. Unlike past conceptualizations of information seeking in adults that 

have concentrated on technical aspects of perception and cognition (e.g. Case, 2012), the 

current study takes a relational approach by placing information seeking in the context of 

attachment and trust. Based on the presented literature, we had the following hypotheses:  

Attachment and information seeking (H1): In general, the first hypothesis was that: 

H1: attachment is related to information seeking. More specifically, we expected the securely 

attached group to have a flexible stance, using both first-hand experience and third-person 

testimony depending on the situation. Thus, H1a: Secure attachment is not related to any 

strong preference for either of the two suggested strategies. Insecure-avoidant attachment was 

expected to be related to a preference for exploration over testimony, thus H1b: Insecure-

avoidant attachment predicts a preference for first-person experience. Insecure-anxious 

attachment was expected to be related to stronger reliance on others, thus H1c: Anxious-

ambivalent attachment predicts a preference for third-person testimony. 

Attachment and epistemic trust (H2). In general, the second hypothesis was that: 

H2: attachment is related to epistemic trust. More specifically, we expected securely attached 

group to exhibit high levels of trust: H2a: Secure attachment predicts high levels of epistemic 

trust, and avoidant attachment group to exhibit low levels of trust: H2b: Insecure-avoidant 

attachment predicts low levels of epistemic trust. The theoretical implications are less clear-

cut for the insecure-anxious group and they were expected to exhibit a more ambivalent result 

when it came to epistemic trust.  

The results of current study have both theoretical and social applications. When it 

comes to theory, by investigating information seeking in a relational context (i.e. in relation to 
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attachment and epistemic trust), the current study can improve our understanding of 

information seeking as a social endeavor. Furthermore, the current study contributes fill the 

knowledge gap in our understanding of epistemic trust in adults. The current study also 

contributes to expand our knowledge about outcomes of attachment to include cognition. 

Moreover, the current study has implications for information seeking in practice. As a large 

portion of information seeking occurs in a social context (Baumeister et al., 2017), an 

improved understanding of the relational aspects of information seeking (i.e. epistemic trust, 

and the relation to attachment) can contribute to better facilitation of different kinds of 

information seeking. For instance, within education, knowing how information seeking and 

epistemic trust relates to attachment can allow teachers to adapt their teaching to the students’ 

individual prerequisites and preferences. Similarly, in the field of medicine, understanding 

how attachment relates to epistemic trust can allow health care providers to take the relational 

context into account when communicating with patients.  

2. Methods 

This study was part of a larger, ongoing project investigating of attachment, trust and 

information seeking across a dozen countries: Norway, Denmark and UK (Germanic), Poland, 

Russia and Romania (Slavic), Spain, France and Italy (Latin), Georgia, China and Ivory Coast 

(Pons, 2018). It is based on the preliminary data from this larger project. At the time this 

study was conducted, some data from a handful of countries was available. The data from 

France was chosen for this study because it was the data set with the most participants at the 

time, and thus the data set with the best power to detect potential effects. 

2.1 Participants 

The participants were university students at University of Poitiers in France. Data 

collection was carried out by Dr. Elise Tornare, the French collaborator of the international 

project. Students were recruited from undergraduate courses in Psychology and invited to 

participate through university lectures and seminars. Participation was anonymous and 

voluntary and had no implications for the participants’ studies. In total, 373 students 

participated in the study, all taking undergraduate courses in psychology. Of them 323 

(86.6%) were female and 47 (12.6%) were male (a common proportion for undergraduate 

programs in psychology). Their age ranged from 18-39 years (mean: 20.6). 97.3% of the 

participants were of French nationality. 
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2.2 Procedure 

Participants were asked to complete a questionnaire. A paper version of the 

questionnaire was handed out during lectures/seminars. The questionnaire was translated into 

French by Elise Tornare and Francisco Pons. It contained an opening page with an 

information letter with information about the project and contact information. The 

information letter stated that participation was voluntary and anonymous, that the participants 

were free to withdraw from the study at any time during data collection, and that withdrawing 

would have no negative consequences for the participant. The information letter was followed 

by a consent option where participants could indicate their consent. The questionnaire 

contained the following components in this order: background questions, questions about 

information seeking, questions about epistemic trust, a measure of attachment in close 

friendships and in romantic relationships, and finally an open comments section. Find 

attached the complete questionnaire in Appendix II. 

The paper copies of the completed questionnaires were brought to Norway and plotted 

into SPSS by me to be used in this study. 

2.3 Measurements 

2.3.1 Information seeking and trust 

Information seeking and trust were measured with two scales developed by Francisco 

Pons and Bettina G. Andersen. The information seeking scale contained five short 

descriptions of situations where participants chose between asking for help or continuing to 

search by themselves (e.g.: You are in a shop looking for a specific item. After a while, you 

haven't found it. Normally, do you continue to search by yourself or do you ask for help?). 

Participants indicate their answer on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from: I continue by myself 

(1) to I ask for help (4). Similarly, the trust scale contained five situations where participants 

could trust or not trust information given by a third party (e.g.: Normally, do you trust the 

advice given by your medical doctors?). Participants answered on a Likert scale ranging from: 

I don’t trust (1) to I do trust (4). For both measures, score variables for the information 

seeking and epistemic trust scales were computed using the participants’ mean answers to the 

five items on each scale. The values for the two variables thus range from 1-4. 

The information seeking scale had a reliability of α=.590, and the epistemic trust scale 

had a reliability of α=.594. This was considered acceptable reliability as the scales were new 
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and this was an early investigation of these concepts (e.g. Taber, 2018 for a discussion on 

Cronbach's Alpha). 

2.3.2 Attachment  

Individual differences in attachment were measured with a scale developed by Hazan 

and Shaver (1987). The measure contains three self-descriptions reflecting the three 

attachment categories identified by Mary Ainsworth and colleagues. Participants were asked 

to indicate which of the descriptions best corresponded to them. The measure was extended to 

include a question about close friendship in addition to the original on romantic relationship. 

This was done to reflect the life stage of the participants – we expected that not all the 

participants had yet established long-term romantic relationships where an attachment bond 

had the chance to form, given the age of the participants. However, in line with the literature 

reviewed above on peer attachment at this age, we expected them to have formed 

relationships with peers in the form of friendships that contained at least some of the 

attachment functions (Zeifman & Hazan, 2016). A dimensional measure of attachment was 

also included where participants rated the three self-descriptions according to how well they 

described them on a Likert scale ranging from Disagree (1) to Agree (4). 

No numerical measure of reliability can be calculated for the measure of attachment as 

it is not made up of a scale with several items but rather a categorical measure where the 

participant evaluates which out of three self-descriptions best fit with their experiences. The 

measure was chosen in spite of its reduced statistical power because of its strong conceptual 

ties with infant attachment theory and its “consistent links with relationship variables” 

(Feeney, 2016, pp. 438-439), and because it is a time-efficient measure. The distribution of 

the different attachment categories in the sample (reported in section 3.1.1) supports the 

reliability of the scale as it resembles the distribution and proportions typically found for 

attachment in Western Europe (van Ijzendoorn & Sagi-Schwarts, 2008).  

Due to a fault in the printing of the questionnaires, some boxes were missing from the 

paper-version of the questionnaire, particularly for the categorical measure of attachment. 

This resulted in some missing data. However, most participants could be categorized based on 

their responses to the dimensional measure of attachment. Participants were categorized 

according to the self-description rated highest by the participant on the dimensional measure. 

If two self-descriptions were rated equally high, participants were not categorized. Most of 

the participants could be categorized in this way. 
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2.4 Ethical considerations 

The project was approved by the internal ethics committee at the Department of 

Psychology at the University of Oslo. The data collection was anonymous and voluntary. The 

questionnaire included informed consent in the form of a cover letter with information about 

the project. Participants were informed that they could chose to withdraw from the project and 

that withdrawing, or not participating, would not have any consequences for them. As the data 

were collected in a university setting it was important to inform the participants that 

participation was not in any way related to their grades or study progress. Participants 

indicated consent by ticking a box saying: I have read and understood the information above 

and would like to participate! 

Some participants commented that the questions asked were too personal. The 

morality of asking a series of personal question, and thus inducing a sense of unease in the 

participants, can be discussed. On one hand, it is regrettable that some participants felt 

uncomfortable answering the questions. For some the questions might have reminded them of 

relational difficulties (some participants stated that they had a deceased parent, some stated 

that they had never had a close friend or romantic relationship). In retrospect, it would have 

been good to have planned a strategy for helping participants who experienced negative 

emotions aroused by answering the questionnaire, e.g. by referring the participants to 

someone to discuss these experiences with after answering the survey. On the other hand, the 

questions asked were not particularly sensitive, and participants were free to skip questions 

which made them uncomfortable, and even withdraw entirely, if they did not want to 

participate. Another way to reduce this issue in future studies is to reduce the amount of 

demographic questions at the beginning of the questionnaire, although this would reduce the 

data available for analysis. The balance between gaining valuable information and respecting 

the participants’ right to privacy is a delicate one, and great consideration had already gone 

into choosing the questions asked.  
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2.5 Statistical methods 

The analysis included the following steps: First, I familiarized myself with the data set 

using descriptive statistics and graphs. Preliminary correlation analyses were run to decide 

how to treat the various variables (e.g. whether or not to merge the two domains of 

attachment). Spearman’s rho was used to investigate the correlation between the two domains 

of attachment because the measures were categorical. Treating them as ordinal scales was 

deemed appropriate because the two variables consist of the same categories, in the same 

order. Other correlational analysis used Pearson’s correlation coefficient. 

 Hypotheses were tested both for the entire sample and for two subsamples containing 

the 40% highest and lowest scores on the information seeking (subsample 1) and epistemic 

trust scales (subsample 2) (see Appendix I for further details). A set of four One-Way 

ANOVAs was used to investigate the entire sample. Any significant models were followed up 

with post-hoc analyses. The Games-Howell test was chosen for the post-hoc tests because the 

group sample sizes and variances were unequal1. Chi-square test of association was used to 

investigate the subsamples. There were few participants in the anxious attachment category in 

the subsamples, ranging from 3-10 individuals. Contingency tables indicated that the pattern 

was similar for the anxious attachment and avoidant attachment groups. Thus, the two groups 

were combined to form an insecure attachment group (complete contingency tables including 

the original three categories of attachment can be found in Appendix I). 

All analyses were done using IBS SPSS Statistics 25. In the case of missing data, 

participants were excluded from analyses in a case-wise manner (i.e. only for the analyses 

where the missing data was relevant). 

This study was a preliminary investigation of the relationship between attachment, 

information seeking and epistemic trust in adults. Although demographic variables (gender, 

socio-economic status etc.) were included in the questionnaire, the goal of this particular 

study was not to investigate the effects of these demographic variables. Therefor they were 

not included in the analyses. 

  

                                                
1 As recommended by Field (2018, pp. 249-551).  
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3. Results 

 This section begins with a presentation of the participants’ responses to the different 

variables (section 3.1) before it moves on to the analysis of the relation between the variables 

(section 3.2). 

3.1 A presentation of the sample  

3.1.1 Attachment 

A categorical measure of attachment styles was used where participants were 

categorized according to which out of three self-descriptions best described them. A majority 

of the participants had indicated one self-description as more dominant than the others, thus 

325 (88.1%) participants could be categorized for attachment in close friendships, and 286 

(86.9%) could be categorized for attachment in romantic relationships. The distribution of 

responses can be found in Table 1. A majority of participants were in the secure attachment 

group for both domains of attachment, and there were especially few participants in the 

insecure-anxious attachment group. There was a small, but significant correlation (rs = .157, p 

= .012) between the two domains of attachment (friendship and romantic relationship). 

Table 1: Distribution of attachment in two domains of attachment relationships, in frequencies and percentages. 

Domain of  

Attachment 

Attachment group 

Secure Avoidant Anxious 

Friendship (N=325) 249 (77%) 55 (17%) 21 (6%) 

Romantic (N=286) 194 (68%) 69 (24%) 23 (8%) 

3.1.2 Information seeking and epistemic trust 

The distributions of the variables information seeking and epistemic trust are 

displayed in Figure 1 and Figure 2 respectively. As indicated by Figure 1 and Figure 2, both 

of the distributions were fairly normal. No outliers were identified. The mean value of 

information seeking was 2.95 (SD: 0.59), with an interquartile range of 2.6-3.4. The majority 

of the participants (76.1% scored higher than 2.5) tended towards asking for help (preference 

for third-person testimony). For the trust scale the mean was 3.06 (SD: 0.44), with an 

interquartile range of 2.8-3.4. Most participants (89.5% scored higher than 2.5) had a 
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tendency to trust information given by others. A correlation analysis found no correlation 

between information seeking and epistemic trust (r=.007, p= .896).  

3.1.3 Subsamples 

Two subsamples based on the distributions of information seeking (subsample 1) and 

epistemic trust (subsample 2) were used for some of the analyses. These subsamples 

contained approximately 40% of the total sample (the 20% scoring particularly low and the 

20% scoring particularly high on information seeking or trust). The darker shaded areas in 

Figures 1 and 2 display the subsamples for information seeking and epistemic trust. Details on 

the computation of the subsamples as well as the distribution of attachment in the subsamples 

can be found in Appendix I. There was no significant association between subsample 1 and 

subsample 2 (χ2 = 8.91, p = .063), indicating that participants in one end of the distribution of 

the information seeking scale were not more likely than the other participants to also be in the 

that same end of the epistemic trust scale. 

Figure 1: Distribution of information seeking (subsample 1 indicated with the darker shade). 
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Figure 2: Distribution of epistemic trust (subsample 2 indicated with the darker shade). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.2 Relation between attachment, information seeking and epistemic trust 

3.2.1 Attachment and information seeking 

Entire sample. Attachment in close friendships was significantly related to 

information seeking (F(2, 316)=5.49, p=.005, eta2=.034) when the entire sample was 

included in the analysis. Post hoc analyses indicated that participants in the insecure-avoidant 

attachment group scored significantly lower (M: 2.76, SD: 0.66) than the secure attachment 

group (M: 3.03, SD: .56) on the information seeking scale (mean difference: -0.27, p=.017, 

CI95%= -.51, -.04), indicating a tendency for insecure-avoidant participants to ask for help 

less than participants in the secure attachment group. No other group differences were 

significant. The effect size for the general model was small as indicated by eta2=.034. Figure 

3 shows the mean information seeking by attachment groups. The confidence intervals for the 

three means vary a great deal in size, indicating heterogeneity of variance. 
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Figure 3: Information seeking by attachment style in close friendships (* significant difference at p < .05 level). 

 
 

Subsample. In the subsample scoring particularly high and particularly low on 

information seeking there was also a significant association between attachment in close 

friendship and information seeking (χ2 = 6.02, p = .014). Table 2 shows the frequency and 

percentage of participants with insecure and secure attachment who are in the high and low 

range of information seeking. A clear majority of the insecure participants (72%) reported that 

they prefer to continue alone when confronted with a problem whereas approximately 50% of 

the secure participants reported that they prefer either to continue alone or ask for help. The 

odds ratio showed that the odds of preferring to continue alone was 2.87 times higher for 

insecure participants as opposed to secure participants. Secure participants were equally likely 

to prefer either information seeking strategy (ask for help vs continue alone).  

Table 2: Attachment in close friendships by information seeking in subsample 1. 

 

 

 

  

Attachment in 

close friendship 
Information seeking  

Low (Continue alone) High (Ask for help) Total 

Insecure 23 (72%) 9 (28%) 32 

Secure 49 (47%) 55 (53%) 104 
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3.2.2 Attachment and epistemic trust 

 No significant relationship between attachment and epistemic trust was found when 

the entire sample was taken into account. However, in the subsample containing the 

participants scoring particularly high and particularly low on epistemic trust a significant 

association was found between attachment in close friendships and epistemic trust (χ2 = 7.67, 

p = .006). Table 3 shows the frequency and percentage of participants with insecure and 

secure attachment who are in the high and low range of epistemic trust. A clear majority of 

the insecure participants (84%) reported low trust in what they were told by a third party 

whereas approximately 50% of the secure participants reported either low or high trust. The 

odds ratio showed that the odds of scoring low on epistemic trust was 5.44 times higher for 

insecure participants as opposed to secure participants. Secure participants were equally likely 

to fall in either category of epistemic trust.  

Table 3: Attachment in close friendships by epistemic trust in subsample 2. 

Attachment in 

close friendships 

Epistemic trust  

Low High Total 

Insecure 16 (84%) 3 (16%) 19 

Secure 44 (49%) 45 (51%) 89 

 

As for attachment in romantic relationships, no significant relationship was found 

between romantic attachment and information seeking or epistemic trust, whether in the entire 

sample or the two subsamples. 
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4. Discussion 

 The current study aimed to investigate the relationship between attachment, 

information seeking and epistemic trust in adults. To summarize the main findings, there was 

a clear relationship in between attachment and information seeking: insecure attachment was 

related to a preference for first-hand exploration over third-person testimony. Particularly 

insecure-avoidant attachment contributed to this relationship. There was also a relation 

between attachment and epistemic trust, but only when participants with high epidemic trust 

were compared to participants with low epistemic trust. For participants with medium 

epistemic trust there was no association. Moreover, the relationship between attachment and 

information seeking / epistemic trust was only found using a measure of attachment in close 

friendships, and not for attachment in romantic relationships. This section will begin with a 

discussion of these main findings before moving on to the limitations and implications of the 

study. 

4.1 Main findings 

Two domains of attachment were measured in the current study – attachment in 

romantic relationships and attachment in close friendships. This was done because the sample 

consisted of young adults. It was predicted that they would have more experience in close 

friendships than in stable romantic relationships, and that they therefore also would have a 

more clearly defined attachment pattern in relation to friends as opposed to romantic partners. 

Indeed, the analyses yielded more clear results for the friendship measure of attachment for 

both information seeking and epistemic trust. Romantic attachment was not significantly 

associated with any of the variables investigated. However, this does not necessarily mean 

that there is a qualitative difference between attachment in friendships and in romantic 

relationships. It could merely be related to the age and experiences of the participants. 

Participants were young adults with a mean age of 20 years, and although a majority had been 

in romantic relationships they might not have as many experiences and might not have 

established as many stable attachments in romantic relationships as in friendships. Further 

research is necessary to draw any conclusions on this matter. 

There was no correlation between information seeking and epistemic trust. In fact, 

there was a striking absence of relationship. This was surprising, we had expected the two to 

correlate. Considering the similar distributions of information seeking and epistemic trust 
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(Figure 1), and their similar relations to attachment in the subsamples, it is puzzling that there 

is no relation between the two. The conceptual ties between the two constructs are also rather 

tight, to the point that it can be difficult to draw the line between the two. Information seeking 

as it is conceptualized here concerns the degree to which one relies on either the testimony of 

others or one’s own experience, and epistemic trust concerns the degree to which one trusts 

information provided by others. Theoretically they appear to be related. Even so, the numbers 

are as far as we can see quite clear – there is no relation between information seeking and 

epistemic trust as measured in this study.  

This could perhaps be related to the way epistemic trust was measured. For most of the 

situations in the epistemic trust scale, the relationship between the informant and the 

participant is not particularly close or personal (e.g. information provided by medical 

doctors/teachers), and few characteristics in the informants is provided. However, an 

important aspect of epistemic trust, as theorized by Fonagy and colleagues (Allison & 

Fonagy, 2016; Fonagy et al., 2017), is the personal relationship between the informant and the 

information seeker. Furthermore, when deciding whether or not to trust an informant children 

weigh various characteristics in the informant (e.g. Corriveau, Kinzler, et al., 2013) as well as 

their relationship with the informant (Corriveau & Harris, 2009a; Corriveau, Harris, et al., 

2009). This is likely to be the case for adults as well. More research is needed to clarify the 

relationship between information seeking and epistemic trust, and whether it is related to the 

context in which epistemic trust is measured. 

4.1.1 Attachment and information seeking.  

The results provide support for the general hypothesis that attachment is related to 

information seeking (H1). A significant association was found both when the entire sample 

was taken into account and when the analysis focused on the extreme ends of the distribution 

(i.e. those particularly likely to rely on first-hand experience compared with those particularly 

likely to rely on third-person testimony). As for the specific hypotheses, we had expected 

insecure-avoidant attachment to predict a preference for first-hand experience (H1b). This 

hypothesis found support both in the entire sample and for those particularly likely to rely on 

first-hand experience/third-person testimony, and is the clearest pattern found in this study: 

insecure-avoidant participants were more likely to prefer to continue alone rather than to ask 

for help when compared to secure participants. Furthermore, we expected the secure 

attachment group to not have a strong preference for one information seeking strategy over 
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the other (H1a). This hypothesis finds support when those scoring particularly high on 

information seeking were compared with those scoring particularly low: participants in the 

secure attachment group were equally likely to prefer first-hand experience or third-person 

testimony. The third hypothesis pertaining to the relationship between information seeking 

and attachment was that insecure-anxious attachment would predict a preference for third-

person testimony (H1c). This hypothesis did not find support in the analyses. However, 

because there were few participants in the insecure-anxious attachment group no decisive 

conclusions can be made regarding this hypothesis. 

 The result mirrors the findings of Corriveau, Harris, et al. (2009) that avoidant 

children were less likely to seek and endorse their mothers claims about the world as 

compared to the secure and anxious children, and they rejected their mothers’ claims if they 

were in conflict with their own first-hand perceptual cues (thus indicating a preference for 

first-hand experience over third-person testimony when the two are in conflict). The result 

also fit well with research indicating a relation between avoidant attachment and coping. The 

current study indicates that avoidant participants were less likely to ask for help than secure 

participants. Similarly, avoidant attachment has been found to predict ineffective support 

seeking (Collins & Feeney, 2000) and to be related to distancing coping strategies (Holmberg 

et al., 2011). In adolescence, insecurely attached participants have been found to seek less 

emotional support when needed than securely attached participants (Allen & Tan, 2016). 

Further research could explore the potential link between information seeking and support 

seeking in relation to attachment. 

The finding that avoidant attachment is related to a preference for first-hand 

experience whereas secure attachment is not might seem at odds with studies indicating that 

securely attached children are more self-reliant and independent than children categorized as 

insecure (Sroufe, 2005). However, the wording in the scale used to measure information 

seeking asks participants to indicate whether they ask for help / continue by themselves after 

a while, after first trying by themselves and not succeeding. In light of this, a more 

appropriate interpretation of the findings in this study is that participants categorized as 

avoidant continued by themselves even after initial attempts fail, whereas participants 

categorized as secure are more likely to switch strategies and ask for help when an initial 

attempt to use first-hand experience has failed. Thus, the findings do not necessarily 

contradict the studies that find a relation between secure attachment and independence.  
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In general, the total distribution of the information seeking scale was located in the 

higher end of the scale, meaning that most participants were more likely to ask for help rather 

than continue alone in general. This finding seems to contrast the findings from the 

framework of probabilistic learning that people learn through first-hand experience with the 

world (Gopnik & Wellman, 2012). And indeed, the fining emphasizes the importance of 

including learning from testimony when studying information seeking. However, as 

mentioned, the wording of the measure of information seeking implies a tendency to first 

explore by one self and asks whether the participants then continue alone or ask for help. 

Thus, the findings of the current study add to findings within probabilistic learning by 

indicating that, assuming they first try by themselves, people tend to supplement learning 

through their own experience by tapping in to the experience of others. This also mirrors the 

work of Harris and colleagues in developmental psychology, which emphasizes the role of 

learning from testimony in children (Harris, 2012; Harris et al., 2018). 

4.1.2 Attachment and epistemic trust.  

When it comes to the relationship between attachment and epistemic trust (H2), the 

results are less clear. The general hypothesis does not find support when the entire sample is 

taken into account, but finds support in the analysis using the 40% subpopulation. In other 

words, there is a relationship between attachment and epistemic trust, but only for those with 

particularly high or particularly low epistemic trust. However, in this subsample, the effect 

sizes were larger for epistemic trust than for information seeking – the odds ratio was 2.87 for 

information seeking and 5.44 for epistemic trust. This suggests that the relationship between 

epistemic trust and attachment warrants more research. 

More specifically, we expected secure attachment to be related to high levels of 

epistemic trust (H2a), and insecure-avoidant attachment to be related to low levels of 

epistemic trust (H2b). The analysis of the participants scoring particularly high or particularly 

low on epistemic trust provides support for H2b: participants with insecure attachment were 

likely to also be in the lower end of the distribution of epistemic trust. The two insecure 

attachment groups were combined for this analysis, but the contingency table in Appendix I 

(Table D) indicates that the pattern is the same for the insecure-avoidant group alone. Again, 

these findings fit well with the findings of Corriveau, Harris, et al. (2009), as well as findings 

on avoidant attachment in relation to support seeking and coping as described above. 
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As for the secure attachment group, participants were equally likely to be in the lower 

or higher end of the distribution of epistemic trust. Thus, the notion that the secure attachment 

group scored higher on epistemic trust than the general sample does not find support. 

However, the entire distribution of epistemic trust scores is located in the higher range of the 

epistemic trust scale (see Figure 1 for reference). A neutral mean on the epistemic trust scale 

would be 2.5, as the scale ranges from 1-4. However, the mean for the distribution was 3.06, 

with a standard deviation of 0.44. Thus, most of the sample was on the positive range of the 

epistemic trust scale. Figure 4 then implies that secure participants were not any more or less 

likely to be in the in the high or low ranges of the distribution, not that secure participants 

scored low on epistemic trust. Thus, there is not enough evidence to decide whether or not 

H2a should be rejected. When it comes to the insecure-anxious attachment group there were 

too few participants in the group to draw any conclusions (N = 3). A larger number of 

participants with insecure-anxious attachment would be needed to decide whether anxious 

attachment differs from the other attachment groups when it comes to epistemic trust. 

Findings for epistemic trust were more unclear than those for information seeking. A 

relationship was only found with attachment for the highest and lowest ends of the 

distribution of epistemic trust. The unclear results for attachment and epistemic trust may be 

related to the operationalization of epistemic trust. As mentioned, characteristics of the 

informant and the personal relationship between the participant and the informant are central 

to the conceptualization of epistemic trust both in the developmental psychology (Harris et 

al., 2018) and psychopathology literatures (Fonagy et al., 2017).  However, in the scale used 

to measure epistemic trust in this study little context is given, and the participants do not have 

personal relationships with the informants. Thus, the operationalization of epistemic trust 

used in this study is not representative of the complexities of real-life situations where 

epistemic trust is called for, and this might contribute to the unclear results found. More 

context on the participants’ relationships with informants could contribute to more clear 

findings regarding the relationship between attachment and epistemic trust. 
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4.2 Limitations  

This study was conducted within the constraints of a master thesis, and was among the 

first to investigate the relationship between attachment, information seeking and epistemic 

trust in adults. These restrains resulted in some limitations. First, the data in this study is 

based on self-report measures, and further research is necessary to determine whether the 

preferences for information seeking strategy and indicated levels of epistemic trust found in 

this study are representative of the participants’ behaviors and interactions in real-life 

situations. The data is also gathered at one single time-point. Thus, it does not have the 

prerequisites to say anything about the stability and development of the constructs over time. 

Large generalizations based on this study should therefore be done with caution. Furthermore, 

the correlational nature of the data implies that no conclusions on causality can be drawn 

based on these results. Rather, the study should be read as a preliminary indication of a 

relationship between the variables studied. Further research using for example a longitudinal 

or experimental design is necessary to conclude on the direction of causality 

The sample in this study consists of French undergraduate students. The field of 

psychology has been criticized for relying heavily on undergraduates (Henrich, Heine, & 

Norenzayan, 2010). More specifically, psychological research has been criticized for making 

broad claims about human nature based on Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and 

Democratic (WEIRD) samples. The current sample is guilty on all accounts. Thus, the results 

of this study have limited generalizability and must be interpreted with caution. The patterns 

found here do not necessarily extend beyond WEIRD samples.  

Another limitation that should be addressed is the measures used. Although 

Cronbach’s alpha indicated acceptable reliability given the early stage of these scales, the 

measures used for information seeking and epistemic trust have room for improvement. 

Especially the epistemic trust scale could be improved as it is unclear how the level of 

personal relationship with the informant influences epistemic trust, and this might be 

particularly relevant for the relationship between epistemic trust and attachment. As for the 

measure of information seeking, the wording of the items assumes that participants first 

engage with the issue first-hand, and measures whether they then, after a while, ask for help 

or continue alone. Further clarification is needed as to whether this pattern reflects how 

participants act when engaging with information seeking in real-life situations. When it comes 

to validity, the scales are created to measure information seeking and epistemic trust as they 

are conceptualized in the current study. The situations described in the items are relatable and 
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invites the participant to reflect on how they usually act. This supports the validity of the 

scales.  

The approach of comparing the extreme ends of the distributions of information 

seeking and epistemic trust also warrants discussion. On one hand looking only at the extreme 

ends of the distribution is to create a dichotomy that does not accurately describe the full 

range of the data. This could be problematic because it can be viewed as introducing bias to 

the data. However, although they represent the ends of a continuum on which most 

participants could be found somewhere in the middle, the subsamples used in this study were 

not that extreme – they consisted of 40% of the total sample which is not so radical. 

Moreover, all statistical analyses consist of decisions to organize the data in certain ways 

according to the researcher’s hypotheses. These decisions always influence the results – 

asking certain questions of the data always excludes other potential questions and thus shapes 

the analysis and the final results. In this case, the question asked is whether attachment is 

more relevant to information seeking and epistemic trust for those participants with 

particularly high or low scores. 

4.3 Implications 

4.3.1 Future research 

 This study is among the first to investigate the relationship between attachment, 

information seeking and epistemic trust in adults. The study extends findings from 

developmental psychology by indicating that adult attachment is related to information 

seeking and epistemic trust. As an early study within this conceptual framework to use an 

adult sample, the study sets the stage for a number of new lines of research. 

One potential approach could be to investigate cross-cultural variances in the 

relationship between attachment, information seeking and epistemic trust. The current study is 

based on a sample of French university students, and further studies with a more diverse 

sample are needed. Indeed, the data presented here is part of a larger project that intends to do 

just that. The over-arching project aims to include participants from a dozen countries from 

Asia, Africa and Europe. As the preliminary exploration of the first set of data from this 

project, the current study can set the stage for further investigations of the relationship 

between attachment, information seeking and epistemic trust. Some suggested approaches 

would be to (1) see if the relationships between attachment and information seeking / 
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epistemic trust found in this study also can be found in a more diverse sample; (2) investigate 

cross-cultural differences in the relationship between attachment and information seeking / 

epistemic trust; (3) investigate potential effects of demographic variables such as gender, 

socio-economic status etc. The relationship between attachment in close friendship and in 

romantic relationship also needs further clarification. It will be interesting to see whether the 

project using the larger sample have similar findings, with significant associations to 

attachment in friendship but not in romantic relationship, and whether this differs by culture. 

Another potential future line of research could be to trace the development of 

information seeking and epistemic trust in relation to attachment. The current study builds on 

an assumption, based on the work of Fonagy et al. (2017), that information seeking 

preferences and epistemic trust develop on the basis of childhood experiences with informants 

in attachment relationships, and that such preferences can be traced into adulthood. The scope 

of this study does not include tracing this development, but it would be interesting to follow 

the developmental paths of information seeking and epistemic trust in light of attachment in 

future research using a longitudinal design.  

4.3.2 Theoretical and social applications 

 The current study contributes to improved understanding of several knowledge gaps in 

the literature. First, by taking a relational approach to the investigation information seeking in 

adults this study contributes to extend our understanding of adult information seeking beyond 

perception and cognition within the individual. The finding that information seeking is related 

to attachment in adults underlines the importance of including the social context when 

investigating information seeking, and supports the notion that information seeking is a social 

endeavor (Baumeister et al., 2017). Second, as one of the first to investigate epistemic trust in 

adults, the current study adds to our understanding of adult’s trust in information from various 

sources. The finding that epistemic trust is related to attachment (at least for those particularly 

low/high on epistemic trust) supports the notion that epistemic trust develops in attachment 

relationships (Allison & Fonagy, 2016). Third, by investigating how attachment relates to two 

aspects of cognition (i.e. information seeking and epistemic trust), this study contributes to 

our knowledge of attachment beyond social and emotional aspects of psychological 

functioning.  

When it comes to social applications, the results of the current study has implications 

for the many areas of life in which we engage in information seeking and epistemic trust. 
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Take educational settings for instance. The knowledge that information seeking and epistemic 

trust are related to attachment can allow teachers to take the relationship with their students 

into account when planning different learning activities. Knowledge that students might have 

different preferences for first-hand experience and third-person testimony can also allow the 

teacher to plan varied learning activities that reach all the students in a classroom. Another 

field where increased knowledge of information seeking and epistemic trust can facilitate 

better service is medical practice. Communication between health care providers and their 

patients might depend on the patients’ trust in the information provided. Knowing that this 

trust is related to attachment can help ensure good care. Furthermore, the findings in the 

current study can inform public health interventions. Some public health interventions might 

be targeted at populations where the prevalence of insecure attachment tend to be higher. 

Knowing that insecure attachment is related to a tendency to prefer first-hand experience over 

the testimony of others, and to lower epistemic trust, can help health care professionals to 

adjust public health interventions so that the target population is reached. 

5. Conclusion 

The aim of this study was to explore the relationship between attachment information 

seeking and epistemic trust in adults. The results indicate that there is a relationship between 

attachment in close friendships and information seeking: insecure-avoidant attachment is 

related to a tendency to prefer to continue to seek information by one self rather than asking 

someone for help. Attachment in close friendships is also related to epistemic trust, but only 

for those scoring particularly high or low on the epistemic trust scale. For this subsample, 

participants in the insecure attachment group were more likely to have low levels of epistemic 

trust as compared to the secure attachment group. There were too few participants in the 

insecure-anxious category to draw any strong conclusions as to how this attachment style is 

related to information seeking and epistemic trust. No significant relationships were found for 

attachment in romantic relationships. This might be due to the age and life-situation of the 

participants rather than any qualitative differences in attachment in close friendships and in 

romantic relationships. Participants were young adults with a mean age of 20 years, and 

although a majority had been in romantic relationships they might not have as many 

experiences and might not have established as many stable attachments in romantic 

relationships as in friendships. These results have implications both for future research and for 

the many areas of life where we engage in information seeking and epistemic trust. It is my 
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hope that this study will find a place in a line of research investigating information seeking in 

a relational perspective, emphasizing the social environment integral to the way we 

understand our world.  
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Appendix I: Subsamples 

i. Computation of the subsamples 

Subsamples including the participants with the 20% lowest and the 20% highest scores 

on information seeking (subsample 1) and the epistemic trust (subsample 2) were used in the 

analyses in section 3.2. This section contains more details on how these subsamples were 

identified. For reference, see the distributions in Figures 2 and 3. The 20th and 80th percentiles 

were used as starting points to find the cut-points that would that would isolate the 20 % 

highest and lowest scores. The cut-points were adjusted to bring the percentages for each 

group as close as possible to 20% (40% total). Table A displays the cut-points used and the 

exact percentages for each subsample. The cut-points where used to set up dummy variables 

with the lowest scores coded 1 and the highest scores coded 2. The rest of the sample was 

coded 3 and treated as missing data for the analyses of the subsamples. 

Table A: Table showing the subsamples and the cut-points used to identify them 

 Total N Percentile Chosen cut-point Subsample N Actual % 

 20th 80th Min Max 

Information seeking 

(subsample 1) 

372 2,4 3,4 2,4 3,5 161 43,2 

Epistemic trust  

(subsample 2) 

373 2,8 3,4 2,7 3,5 126 33,8 

ii. Proportions of attachment in the subsamples 

Table B: The distribution of attachment styles in the subsamples containing the 20% highest and 20% lowest 

scores on information seeking (subsample 1) and epistemic trust (subsample 2). 

Attachment domain Attachment style Subsample 1 Subsample 2 

Friendship Secure 104 (76,5%) 89 (82,4%) 

Avoidant 22 (16,2%) 16 (14,8%) 

Anxious 10 (7,4%) 3 (2,8%) 

Romantic Secure 78 (68,4%) 55 (64,7%) 

Avoidant 29 (25,4%) 25 (29,4%) 

Anxious 7 (6,1%) 5 (5,9%) 
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iii. Contingency tables for the subsamples 

Table C: Attachment in close friendships by information seeking in subsample 1. 

Attachment in close 

friendships 

Information seeking  

Low (Continue alone) High (Ask for help) Total 

Avoidant (A) 16 6 22 

Secure (B) 49 55 104 

Anxious (C) 7 3 10 

Note. N=136, χ2 = 6.04, p = .049 

 

Table D: Attachment in romantic relationships by information seeking in subsample 1. 

Attachment in 

romantic relationships 

Information seeking  

Low (Continue alone) High (Ask for help) Total 

Avoidant (A) 18 11 29 

Secure (B) 41 37 78 

Anxious (C) 2 3 7 

Note. N=114,  χ2 = 2.63, p = .268 

 

Table E: Attachment in close friendships by epistemic trust in subsample 2. 

Attachment in close 

friendships 

Epistemic trust  

Low High  Total 

Avoidant (A) 13 3 16 

Secure (B) 44 45 89 

Anxious (C) 3 0 3 

Note. N=108, χ2 = 8.03, p = .018 

 

Table F: Attachment in romantic relationships by epistemic trust in subsample 2. 

Attachment in 

romantic relationships 

Epistemic trust  

Low High Total 

Avoidant (A) 18 7 25 

Secure (B) 29 26 55 

Anxious (C) 3 2 5 

Note. N=85, χ2 = 2.64, p = .267 
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Appendix II: The questionnaire 

Find the questionnaire (in French and in English) attached in separate files. 


