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Abstract

The construct of epistemic trust has received much consideration in recent psychological lit-

erature, even though mainly from a theoretical perspective. The overall aim of this study

was to validate the first self-report measure of epistemic trust–the Epistemic Trust, Mistrust,

and Credulity Questionnaire (ETMCQ)–in an Italian sample. Our primary goal was to test

the factorial validity of the instrument, also exploring the influence of age, gender, and level

of education on epistemic trust (Study 1, n = 843). Secondarily, we investigated the associa-

tions between epistemic trust, mistrust, credulity, and other aspects of psychological func-

tioning, as well as with the presence of adverse childhood experiences in a smaller number

of participants (Study 2, n = 445). Besides the ETMCQ, the survey included an ad hoc ques-

tionnaire investigating socio-demographic characteristics and self-report measures of

reflective functioning, mentalized affectivity, traumatic experiences, attachment, and psy-

chological symptoms. Statistical analysis showed a three-factor hierarchical structure simi-

lar to the model proposed in the original validation, with some differences that suggest an

influence of cultural factors in determining individuals’ epistemic stance. Our results corrob-

orate previous theoretical contributions regarding the association between epistemic trust

and psychological wellbeing, and between epistemic disruptions and higher levels of psy-

chological suffering. Both Mistrust and Credulity were significantly related to the presence of

childhood traumatic experiences, attachment avoidance and anxiety, lower levels of menta-

lization, lower abilities in emotional regulation, and higher levels of psychopathological

symptoms. The ETMCQ represents an easily administered and time-effective tool. Its use

could pave the way for interesting clinical and theoretical findings.
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Introduction

Epistemic trust (ET), defined as “the capacity of the individual to consider knowledge con-

veyed by others as significant, relevant to the self, and generalizable to other contexts” [1], has

recently received attention for its theoretical and empirical relevance [1–7]. The construct of

ET draws its origins from different disciplines, such as epistemology [8], philosophy [9], and

sociology [10, 11], and potentially contributes to a better understanding of individuals’ rela-

tional life from several perspectives: developmental, social, pedagogical, and clinical. Recently,

it has been proposed that ET plays a fundamental role as a protective factor against the devel-

opment and maintenance of psychopathology [12, 13].

Building on Csibra and Gergely’s [14] natural pedagogy model and Sperber and colleagues’

[15] concept of epistemic vigilance, Fonagy and Allison [3] proposed a theoretical model in

which ET is central to explain how humans transmit and acquire social and relational knowl-

edge, linking this construct to the intergenerational transmission of attachment [16]. Care-

giver-infant interpersonal exchanges are characterized by the presence of specific signals,

called ostensive cues (e.g., turn-taking, eye contact, special vocal tone) that allow the commu-

nicator (the caregiver) to indicate that the upcoming message is trustworthy and personally

relevant to the addressee (the infant). In the presence of secure attachment relationships––

characterized by a sense of safety for the baby and by sensitive responses by the caregiver––

this unique form of communication enables the child to lower their level of epistemic vigi-

lance, opening the channel of ET and becoming able to accept the incoming information.

Moreover, the communication strategies that characterize the caregiver-infant interpersonal

exchanges, working as a special version of ostensive cues (such as marked mirroring; [17]),

enable children to perceive the caregiver as a distinct being and themselves as an active agent

in the relationship, thus acquiring the capacity for mentalizing [3].

Luyten, Campbell, and Fonagy [13] recently proposed a developmental model in which

complex trauma (i.e., physical and/or emotional abuse or neglect within primary attachment

relationships), in conjunction with neurobiological and psychological factors, may influence

the individual’s development of ET, already interwoven with attachment quality and mentali-

zation abilities. In some cases, dysfunctions in epistemic stance caused by early adversity may

lead the individual to adopt a rigid and pervasive hypervigilant position toward information

coming from others, resulting in high levels of Epistemic Mistrust (EM). This state of episte-

mic mistrustful petrification may heighten the risk of developing psychopathology [12, 13]

perhaps via the mediation of social isolation and loneliness [18]. In other instances, adverse

experiences may disrupt the ability to discriminate the information received from others, lead-

ing to epistemic credulity (EC)––that is, excessive and inappropriate trust in others, making

the individual vulnerable to manipulation or mistreatment [19]. Both EM and EC might inter-

fere with the ability to adaptively respond to interpersonal difficulties, hindering psychother-

apy effectiveness. On the contrary, Fonagy and colleagues [19] have proposed that good levels

of ET are vital in successful psychotherapy interventions. The most relevant element of innova-

tion in this model is the focus on how individual differences regarding epistemic trust might

develop, and on what could be the consequences and associations of different forms of episte-

mic disruptions.

This, however, has remained mainly a theoretical concept. Although valuable experimental

procedures have already been developed to assess ET [20, 21], these are quite burdensome

measures that do not allow a time-effective evaluation. Recently, Campbell and colleagues [1]

have provided a vital contribution: the development and validation of the Epistemic Trust,

Mistrust, and Credulity Questionnaire (ETMCQ). The ETMCQ represents the first self-report

measure of epistemic trust and its dimensions, and it could prove to be extremely valuable
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both in clinical and research contexts. The authors proposed a 15 items self-report measure to

assess various forms of epistemic stance, building on Grice’s [22] theory and relevance theory

[23, 24]. Results provided evidence for a three-factor structure of the instrument, both in

exploratory and confirmatory analyses, empirically substantiating the hypothesis of three sepa-

rate epistemic stances. The questionnaire also showed good reliability and validity [1]. Signifi-

cant associations were found between both EM and EC and low mentalizing abilities, as well as

higher levels of childhood adversity, insecure attachment, and symptoms of mental health dis-

order. In addition, EM and EC were found to partially mediate the relationship between early

adversities and psychopathology.

From these considerations, it is possible to underline the contribution that the construct of

ET brings in our comprehension of how cultural and relational knowledge is transmitted, and

the relevance of its operationalization from a theoretical, clinical, and empirical point of view.

Adopting an evolutionary perspective, this model may help us understand how individuals

acquire and share information relevant to their survival and adaptation, and how individual

differences in this acquisition and sharing processes are created [1, 3, 25, 26]. Moreover, as

already noted, restoring adequate levels of ET may be at the heart of all effective psychothera-

peutic interventions [19, 27]. Research about the empirical validity of this construct and its

measurement is therefore needed. Furthermore, its strong cultural component raises the ques-

tion of the effect that cultural factors may have on the development of this psychological

dimension, which requires investigation.

The overall aim of the present research was to validate the ETMCQ in a cohort of Italian

adults. More specifically, we aimed to 1) test the factorial structure of the instrument (via Prin-

cipal Component Analysis and Confirmatory Factor Analysis); 2) test the mean differences in

ET, EM and EC levels between males and females (as done by Campbell and colleagues [1] as

well as the correlations between the three different epistemic stances and sociodemographic

characteristics such age and educational level; and 3) investigate the associations between ET,

EM, and EC and other aspects of psychological functioning, as well as with the presence of

adverse childhood experiences.

Methods

Procedure and participants

Before its administration, ETMCQ has been translated into Italian by the authors and subse-

quently back-translated into English by an independent translator. To verify the accuracy of

the first translation, the two versions were compared through qualitative analysis, and no sig-

nificant differences emerged. The study was then carried out through an online survey using

the platform Qualtrics. Participants were recruited through snowball sampling–i.e., via mailing

lists and social media channels (e.g., diffusing the survey across popular Facebook pages and

Instagram profiles, which proved to be extremely valuable for recruitment). The study con-

sisted of two parts: first, we asked participants to complete an ad-hoc questionnaire designed

to collect socio-demographic data (age, gender, level of education, and profession) and the

ETMCQ (Study 1). Then we asked them to contribute to the second part of the study, which

involved responding to additional self-report measures aimed at investigating the relationship

between ETMCQ scores and other psychological dimensions such as reflective functioning,

mentalized affectivity, adverse childhood experiences, attachment, and psychopathology

symptoms (Study 2).

Eight hundred and forty-three participants responded to the ad hoc-questionnaire and the

ETMCQ (Study 1, n = 843), while four hundred and forty-five also responded to the questions

contained in the second form (Study 2, n = 445). Socio-demographic features of the global
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sample (Study 1, n = 843) were as follows: 425 subjects were females (50.4%), 417 males

(49.5%), and 1 (0.1%) non-binary. The age range was from 18 to 80 years old (M = 32.47,

SD = 12.88). All subjects were Italian. Educational levels were as follows: 188 subjects (22.4%)

completed only high school, 303 (35.9%) had a bachelor’s degree, 302 (35.8%) had a master’s

degree, and 50 (5.9%) had completed a Ph.D. Socio-economic status was very low (i.e.,

0–10.000 euros per year) for 11 subjects (1.3%), low (i.e., 10.000–25.000 euros per year) for 268

(31.8%), medium (i.e., 25.000–45.000 euros per year) for 408 subjects (48.4%), and high (i.e.,

45.000 euros or more per year) for 156 (18.3%). Regarding marital status, 267 subjects (31.4%)

were single, 384 (45.2%) married or in a stable relationship, 182 (21.4%) separated or divorced,

7 (0.8%) widowed, and 10 (11.8%) preferred not to specify it.

In each case, the IP address was logged to prevent duplicate answers. We granted complete

anonymity to all responders. Subjects could decide to interrupt the survey at any time and

resume it afterward or revoke their participation entirely. The survey has been online from

June 2021 to March 2022. Inclusion criteria were being aged 18 years or older and speaking

Italian. No participants were excluded, and all of them gave written informed consent to par-

ticipate in each study. Respondents were not compensated in any way. The study was approved

by the ethics review board of Sapienza University of Rome (Protocol N. 0001292). All proce-

dures performed in this study were in accordance with the Helsinki declaration standards and

its later amendments.

Additional measures (Study 2)

The Reflective Functioning Questionnaire (RFQ; [28]), an eight-item self-report instrument

to evaluate mentalization. It assesses the ability to understand one’s own and others’ behaviors

in terms of underlying mental states (e.g., intentions, points of view, values, desires, and emo-

tions). It asks subjects to express their agreement with each item on a seven-point Likert scale

(ranging from 1 = “completely disagree” to 7 = “completely agree”). Although the scoring of

the original instrument evaluated two dimensions: certainty (RFQ_C) and uncertainty
(RFQ_U) in relation to mental states, Woźniak-Prus and colleagues [29] recently found more

robust results using a single dimensional structure that assesses uncertainty about mental

states (hypomentalization). Higher levels of uncertainty regarding mental states were found to

be correlated with difficulties in affect regulation, symptoms of psychopathology (e.g., border-

line personality features, depressive and anxiety symptoms), interpersonal problems, and

attachment anxiety. The Italian validation of the RFQ shows good internal consistency, con-

struct validity, and test-retest reliability [30].

Brief-Mentalized Affectivity Scale (B-MAS; [31]), a 12-item self-report instrument developed

to evaluate mentalized affectivity, a construct that combines several previous contributions from

mentalization theory and emotional regulation models. Mentalized affectivity theory [32] postu-

lates that our affective regulation abilities depend upon our capacity to reflect on mental states

and previous experiences through autobiographical memory. The instrument assesses three

dimensions: the ability to identify emotions (e.g., to be aware of their presence and accurately label

them), process them (e.g., to modulate their intensity), and express them (e.g., to communicate

feelings and their meaning). The B-MAS has recently been validated in Italian [33], showing excel-

lent psychometric properties, good reliability, and factorial and convergent validity.

Childhood Trauma Questionnaire–Short Form (CTQ-SF; [34]), a 28-item self-report

instrument developed to assess retrospectively adverse childhood experiences such as abuse

and neglect. For each item, subjects must rate how often they suffered a specific adverse experi-

ence using a five-point Likert scale (ranging from 1 = “never true” to 5 = “very often true”).

The instrument evaluates the presence and severity of five types of traumatic childhood
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experiences (Physical Abuse, Emotional Abuse, Sexual Abuse, Emotional Neglect, and Physical

Neglect). High scores at the CTQ–SF correlate with depressive, dissociative, and post-trau-

matic stress disorder symptoms [35]. The Italian validation of the instrument has confirmed a

five-factor model with good reliability, structure, and concurrent validity [36].

Experiences in Close Relationships-Revised (ECR-R; [37]), a self-report tool consisting of

18 items and investigating adult romantic attachment styles. Subjects are asked to refer to how

they generally behave in relationships, and to rate their level of agreement with each item

using a seven-point Likert scale (ranging from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree”).

The instrument evaluates two main dimensions: attachment-related anxiety (intense concern

for relationships, fear of abandonment) and attachment-related avoidance (feelings of discom-

fort in establishing emotional closeness with the partner, difficulty in trusting others). The Ital-

ian validation shows good test-retest reliability and internal consistency [38].

Brief Symptoms Inventory (BSI; [39]), a 53-item self-report instrument investigating nine

dimensions of psychopathological symptoms: somatization, obsession-compulsion, interper-

sonal sensitivity, depression, anxiety, hostility, phobic anxiety, paranoid ideation, and psycho-

ticism. The tool also allows the evaluation of three general indices of distress: global severity

index, positive symptom distress index, and positive symptom total. For each item, subjects

must indicate how often they experienced a particular symptom in the last week using a five-

point Likert scale (ranging from 0 = “not at all” to 4 = “extremely”).

Data analysis

Statistical analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Statistics 27.0. Jamovi project software

(Version 1.8.1) was used for Principal Component Analysis (PCA) and Confirmatory Factor

Analysis (CFA). Before running statistical tests, all data were examined for normality (skew-

ness and kurtosis). The criterion for significance was set at p = 0.05 for all analyses.

In addition to descriptive statistics, we evaluated the following psychometric properties of

the ETMCQ:

1. PCA. A Principal Component Analysis (PCA with Varimax rotation) was performed to

reduce the dimensionality of the scale. The number of factors was chosen according to

experts’ recommendations (Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin criteria> 0.6, Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity

<0.05, and parallel analyses). These indices were used to explore the simple structure.

2. CFA. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was run to test the emerged structure. Standard-

ized coefficients of� 0.4 were considered acceptable (Brown, 2006). Normalized mean and

covariance residuals were evaluated and found acceptable. Maximum Likelihood (ML) was

used as an estimation method.

3. Model fit was estimated by two absolute indices of overall model fit: root mean square

error of approximation (RMSEA) and standardized root mean residual (SRMR). Addition-

ally, one relative index of model fit was used: comparative fit index (CFI). The acceptable

thresholds for these indices were defined as RMSEA = 0.05–0.08, SRMR< 0.08, and CFI

> 0.90, according to Kline’s guidelines [40].

4. Cronbach’s alpha was calculated for having an estimate of the internal consistency of the scale.

5. Independent sample t-test was run to investigate the mean difference of each dimension

between males and females (divided by assigned at birth gender).

6. Pearson’s correlation coefficient was calculated to investigate the relationship between

epistemic dimensions and age and other variables object of the study.

PLOS ONE Italian validation of Epistemic Trust, Mistrust and Credulity Questionnaire

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0280328 January 26, 2023 5 / 16

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0280328


7. Spearman’s correlation coefficient was calculated to explore the association between epi-

stemic dimensions and level of education.

Results

Study 1

PCA and CFA were conducted on independent samples. The original sample was divided into

two halves: PCA was conducted on the first half, while CFA was studied on the remaining half.

The division was done by assigning a random number to each subject in the study (excel rand

function) and dividing the sample into even numbers (50%) and odd numbers (50%). The two

halves were then named “discovery sample” (even numbers) and “confirmation sample” (odd

numbers).

The PCA on the original scale, consisting of 15 items, showed a three-factor structure with

an explained variance of 48.7%. In this first solution, item 11 showed similar and low satura-

tions on components 2 and 3 (0.416 and 0.401, respectively), suggesting a difficult allocation of

the item in the structure. To make the solution clearer, item 11 was removed from the analysis,

and a subsequent PCA was conducted on the remaining 14 items. The rotated factor pattern

(Fig 1 panel A) revealed a simple structure consisting of three components; the explained vari-

ance was 47.8%. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy was .743, and Bart-

lett’s Test of Sphericity was significant (X2 = 1110; p<0.01).

As shown in Fig 1, all variables present high loadings on only one component and very low

loadings on all the others. Moreover, there were no correlations (Pearson r) among the three

components suggesting independence among all of them. In Table 1 SS loadings and variance

of the components are shown.

We named the components with the same labels used in the original work by Campbell and

colleagues [1], namely: Trust (component 1; items 1, 2, 7, 8, 13), Mistrust (component 2; items

3, 4, 9, 10, 14, 15), and Credulity (component 3; items 5, 6, 12).

The CFA provided a statistically significant model (χ2 = 245; p< 0.001). As shown in

Table 2, the fit statistics provided acceptable values.

Finally, the internal consistency of each of the three scales, analyzed with Cronbach’s alpha,

showed acceptable values (see Table 3).

Fig 1. On the left: Loadings of the three factors after Varimax rotation. Due to a software property only loads>0.3

are reported. On the right: Scree-test and parallel analysis plot.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0280328.g001
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Correlations with demographic variables. ET means in the male group (M = 4.86;

SD = 1.07) did not differ significantly from ET means in the female group (M = 4.99;

SD = 1.01), t(840) = -1.85, p = .252. EM means in males (M = 3.57; SD = 1.03) did not differ

significantly from EM means in females (M = 3.72; SD = 1.06), t(840) = -2.17, p = .638. EC

means in the male group (M = 2.28; SD = 1.17) did not differ significantly from EC means in

the female group (M = 2.42; SD = 1.27), t(840) = -1.68, p = .174.

Age was negatively associated only with EM, r(843) = -.16, p< .001. It showed no associa-

tion with ET, r(843) = .01, p = .818, nor EC, r (843) = -.03, p = .385. Similarly, level of educa-

tion was negatively associated only with EM, r(843) = .13, p< 0.001. No association was found

with ET, r(843) = 0.06, p = .094, nor with EC, r(843) = -.019, p = .572.

Study 2

Convergent validity. Means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations for each

variable included in the study are shown in Tables 4 and 5.

Several positive and negative associations were found between the three epistemic stances

(ET, EM, and EC) and the other variables investigated. Specifically, ET was positively associ-

ated with the Mentalized Affectivity Identification (MA-Id) dimension and the Mentalized

Affectivity Expression dimension (MA-Expr), and negatively associated with childhood trau-

matic experiences (Child-Trauma), Attachment Avoidance (Att-Avoid), and the general

degree of severity of mental health symptomatology (GSI). EM was positively associated with

hypomentalization (Hypo), childhood traumatic experiences (Child-Trauma), Attachment

Anxiety (Att-Anx), Attachment Avoidance (Att-Avoid), and the general degree of severity of

psychological symptomatology (GSI); it was also negatively associated with Mentalized Affec-

tivity Elaboration dimension (MA-Elab) and Mentalized Affectivity Expression dimension

(MA-Expr). Last, EC was positively associated with hypomentalization (Hypo), childhood

traumatic experiences (Child-Trauma), Attachment Anxiety (Att-Anx), Attachment Avoid-

ance (Att-Avoid), and the general degree of severity of mental health symptomatology (GSI),

and negatively associated with the Mentalized Affectivity Elaboration dimension (MA-Elab).

Discussion

To validate the ETMCQ in the Italian sample (the overall aim of the present study), our pri-

mary goal was to evaluate the factorial structure of the questionnaire. Findings from the PCA

Table 1. SS Loadings and variances of the components.

Component SS Loadings % of Variance Cumulative %

1 2.32 16.6 16.6

2 2.31 16.5 33.1

3 2.07 14.8 47.8

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0280328.t001

Table 2. Fit measures.

RMSEA 90% CI

CFI SRMR RMSEA Lower Upper

.90 .064 .074 .064 .084

Note: CFI = comparative fit index; SRMR = standardized root mean square residual; RMSEA = root mean square

error of approximation.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0280328.t002
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and CFA mirrored the model proposed by Campbell and colleagues [1], revealing a three-fac-

tor structure. As in the original English version, the first extracted component was Trust, mea-

suring people’s ability to consider new knowledge coming from others as truthful and

relevant; the second one was Mistrust, measuring people’s tendency to consider the

Table 3. Scale reliability statistics.

Cronbach’s α

Trust (component 1) 0.728

Mistrust (component 2) 0.672

Credulity (component 3) 0.728

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0280328.t003

Table 4. Mean (M) and Standard-Deviations (SD) of the variables studied.

M SD

ET 4.73 1.05

EM 3.65 1.05

EC 2.47 0.98

Hypo-M 3.51 0.96

Child-Trauma 36.45 10.89

Att-Avoid 4.06 0.57

Att-Anx 3.84 0.51

GSI 0.27 0.19

MA-Id 5.47 1.22

MA-Elab 4.21 1.35

MA-Expr 3.69 1.44

Note: Epistemic Trust (ET), Epistemic Mistrust (EM), Epistemic Credulity (EC), hypomentalization (Hypo-M),

Childhood Traumatic Experiences (Child-Trauma), Attachment Avoidance (Att-Avoid), Attachment Anxiety (Att-

Anx), psychological symptomatology (GSI), Mentalized Affectivity Identification (MA-Id), Mentalized Affectivity

Elaboration (MA-Elab), Mentalized Affectivity Expression (MA-Expr).

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0280328.t004

Table 5. Correlations between the main variables of the study.

ET EM EC

RF (Hypo-M) .04 .44�� .21��

Child-Trauma -.15�� .39�� .11�

Att-Avoid -.19�� .37�� .21��

Att-Anx -.03 .50�� .10��

GSI -.10� .55�� .11��

MA-Id .23�� -.01 -.06

MA-Elab .08 -.39�� -.13��

MA-Expr .36�� -.36�� .39��

Note: Epistemic Trust (ET), Epistemic Mistrust (EM), Epistemic Credulity (EC), hypomentalization (Hypo-M),

Childhood Traumatic Experiences (Child-Trauma), Attachment Avoidance (Att-Avoid), Attachment Anxiety (Att-

Anx), psychological symptomatology (GSI), Mentalized Affectivity Identification (MA-Id), Mentalized Affectivity

Elaboration (MA-Elab), Mentalized Affectivity Expression (MA-Expr).

�� p< .001

� < .05.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0280328.t005
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information coming from others as untrustworthy (if not potentially damaging), suggesting

wariness in relation to social learning; the third one was Credulity, measuring the inclination

to overly rely on information coming from others, lacking epistemic vigilance and thus being

susceptible to deception or manipulation within social relationships. Our results support pre-

vious contributions [1, 15, 19, 41] regarding the presence of at least three epistemic strategies:

one functional and two suggesting epistemic dysfunction.

Nonetheless, we highlighted some relevant differences in the item loadings on each factor.

Item 11 (“I have too often taken advice from the wrong people”) cross-loaded too highly

between two factors and was thus removed from our analyses, following Howard [42]. More-

over, in Campbell and colleagues’ study [1], item 15 (“In the past, I have misjudged who to

believe and been taken advantage of”) loaded primarily onto the Credulity component, while

it loaded onto Mistrust in the Italian sample. Finally, in our sample the three factors accounted

for a lesser part of the total variance than in the UK study.

The differences observed seem mainly due to linguistic and cultural factors that need fur-

ther investigation. Moreover, even though referring to the presence of an EC stance, both item

11 and 15 are formulated referring to the past. After having trusted unreliable information

coming from others, subjects might have shifted to a wary, distrustful attitude (EM). Further

studies are needed to investigate whether and how individuals shift between the three different

epistemic stances identified so far–as well as what factors mediate such changes (e.g., beliefs,

life experiences, psychotherapy). However, the fit measures of the CFA corroborate the validity

of a three-factor model [1]. Unexpectedly, no associations were found between ET, EM and

EC, in contrast to previous results of the original validation of ETMCQ (1). These results sug-

gest that this questionnaire needs further investigation to be able to confirm or disconfirm this

theoretical model.

For what it concerns our second aim (i.e., test the mean differences in ET, EM and EC levels

between males and females, as well as the correlations between the three different epistemic

stances and sociodemographic characteristics such age and educational level), no differences

were found between males and females, suggesting that gender has no role in accepting socially

transmitted knowledge. Regarding age and the level of education, only EM showed a signifi-

cant (albeit small) negative correlation with both. The negative correlation between mistrust

and age appears noteworthy if combined with the result of studies showing that subjective

wellbeing increase as one gets older [43], since the ability to appropriately trust others is related

to lower levels of psychological symptoms. Similarly, the negative correlation between EM and

level of education suggests that schooling and learning promote an adaptive ability to trust oth-

ers, corroborating the results of other studies [44–46]. However, our results show the presence

of some cultural differences even in the case of age and gender. In the UK sample, ET and EC

were negatively associated with age, while in our sample no association was found. Moreover,

EC was negatively associated with level of education, while in our sample the only epistemic

stance that showed a (negative) correlation with this variable was EM. We also did not find

any significant influence of gender on the three epistemic dimensions, while Campbell and

colleagues [1] found that females tend to have higher scores on ET and EC, and males tend to

have higher scores on EM.

With respect to the third aim (i.e., to investigate the associations between ET, EM, and EC

and other aspects of psychological functioning, as well as with the presence of adverse child-

hood experiences), the ETMCQ showed good psychometric properties. The hypothesis that

the three epistemic stances constitute independent factors was also supported by their signifi-

cant correlations with distinct psychological dimensions. The three ETMCQ factors demon-

strated good convergent validity as they correlated with the CTQ, RFQ, BSI, ECR-R, and

B-MAS subscales. These correlations, especially the ones with the EM factor, corroborate
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previous theoretical contributions concerning the role of epistemic disruptions in maladaptive

psychological functioning [12, 13].

ET showed small but significant positive associations with mentalized affectivity––more

specifically, with the ability to identify emotions and express them. In his theory regarding

mentalized affectivity (MA), Jurist [32, 47, 48] has proposed that mentalization, epistemic

trust, and affect regulation are closely interconnected. Previous studies have highlighted that

MA is related to the ability to use interpersonal skills and to higher levels of cognitive empathy,

i.e., the ability to acknowledge affective states, epistemic states, and desire-based states [33, 49].

Moreover, according to Jurist [32], mentalized affectivity and epistemic trust remind us of the

importance of the therapeutic relationship in making interventions effective. The promotion

of adequate levels of ET and MA (and mentalization abilities in general) can be considered

both a goal and a task of psychotherapy. Jurist argued that fostering these abilities in patients

means promoting a cooperative stance within the therapeutic relationship––a factor associated

with effective interventions per se [50, 51]––, so that patients can be open to “embrace a deeper

exploration of the meaning of emotional experience in the context of their life, history, and

environment” [32] and therefore develop more adaptive interpersonal schemata, beliefs, and

self-conceptions. To our knowledge, there are no studies investigating the relationship

between ET and MA. Our results are the first corroborating the hypothesis that an adequate

ability to acquire information may be involved in emotional processes, precisely in the possi-

bility of identifying different emotions and expressing them adaptively. This may be due to the

relevance of ET in learning different abilities from others. Moreover, ET shows negative corre-

lations with childhood trauma, psychological symptomatology, and hypo-mentalization. Ade-

quate levels of ET also significantly correlate with lower levels of relational avoidance in

romantic relationships: they may therefore represent a protective factor regarding the possibil-

ity of building more stable, trusting relationships [52]. Overall, ET seems to correlate with

more adaptive psychological functioning.

EM, on the other hand, shows negative association with mentalized affectivity, specifically

with emotion elaboration (i.e., the ability to modulate the intensity of affects) and expression,

and positive associations with hypomentalization, childhood trauma, attachment avoidance

and anxiety, and general psychological symptomatology. This is consistent with Luyten and

colleagues’ [13] theoretical model about the role of childhood trauma in the development of

psychopathology. Our results show that when individuals are suspicious of information com-

ing from others, they also show difficulties understanding others in terms of mental states.

Also, our findings corroborate the idea that early traumatic experiences are related to the indi-

vidual’s perception that others cannot be trusted [13, 53]. Children who are exposed to adver-

sity within their primary caregiving relationships may never lower their epistemic vigilance;

they may avoid thinking about the intentions and mental states of others as a form of self-pro-

tection [54–56]. Such individuals may become hypervigilant, guarding themselves against new

information even when it comes from reliable, trustworthy sources [57]. Additionally, high

levels of EM seem to be associated with more difficulties in intimate relationships, i.e., with

high levels of both attachment avoidance and anxiety. These dimensions are strongly associ-

ated with poorer dyadic trust: individuals with high levels of attachment anxiety and/or avoid-

ance tend to access negative trust-related memories more easily, also showing a reduced

capacity to adaptively cope with trust violations [52, 58, 59]. The rigidity and suspiciousness

that characterizes EM may be a factor in generating vulnerability to the development of psy-

chopathology, as theorized in previous studies [13, 26, 27, 60–63]. The disposition to perceive

others as untrustworthy is also associated with lower levels of mentalized affectivity, which

may, in turn, hinder the ability to modify maladaptive beliefs and interpersonal schemata––

thus the effectiveness of psychotherapy interventions. Indeed, individuals with high levels of
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suspiciousness may be less inclined to recognize that they have to learn how to regulate and

express emotions [64–66].

EC shows small but significant positive associations with hypomentalization, childhood

trauma, attachment avoidance and anxiety, and general psychological symptomatology. Also,

it is negatively associated with mentalized affectivity, specifically in relation to emotion elabo-

ration. EC is conceptualized as a dysfunctional disposition to indiscriminately trust informa-

tion coming from others, or a lack of self-protective epistemic vigilance. If a lack of epistemic

trust could hinder therapy effectiveness, a lack of epistemic vigilance may impair patients’ abil-

ity to adopt an active role within the therapeutic relationship, passively accepting the thera-

pist’s contributions without being able to incorporate change into their life in an autonomous,

self-agent way––therefore not becoming able to regulate their emotions, as postulated by Jurist

[32]. Our results support this idea. In addition, the association between EC and hypomentali-

zation suggests that a lack of epistemic vigilance also hinders the ability to comprehend one’s

and others’ intentions, beliefs, and affects. When humans cannot distinguish whether the

information coming from others is reliable, they cannot fully learn how to perceive others

accurately in terms of mental states, generating a risk of pretend mode or pseudomentalizing.

The correlation between EC, hypomentalizing, and complex trauma seems to substantiate pre-

vious theoretical contributions. Knox [53], for example, has argued that childhood relational

trauma may lead individuals to defensively inhibit mentalization––indeed, recognizing the

abusive caregiver’s mental intentions could be further traumatizing. Complex trauma may also

make individuals more prone to manipulation and exploitation from others, since it may leave

them with a deep epistemic confusion about who can be trusted and who cannot, as well as

about how to interpret the behavior of others towards them. As shown by our results, both per-

vasive suspiciousness (EM) and blind acceptance (EC) towards others are associated with

attachment anxiety and avoidance; however, EC seems to bring particularly negative conse-

quences to romantic relationships.

The associations between EM, EC, and the various aspects of mental functioning investi-

gated in this study could have a significant clinical relevance. We believe that further studies

are needed to investigate how these two forms of epistemic disruption could play a role in the

development and maintenance of psychological disturbances or disorders, as well as to clarify

through which mechanisms could be effective in producing change.

Limitations

Although this study––one of the first empirical investigations of epistemic trust and its assess-

ment––involves interesting findings, some limitations must be pointed out. First, differing

from the original study by Campbell and colleagues [1], test-retest reliability was not analyzed.

Future studies are needed to investigate the reliability of the ETMCQ at different times of mea-

surement. Second, although we found a three-factor solution, the factorial structure of the

ETMCQ in its Italian version does not perfectly mirror the one found in the original UK

study, showing lower structural stability. The difference observed might derive from cultural

differences regarding suspiciousness and credulity between the two populations, since culture

is deeply involved in epistemic dimensions and social communications. As the present study is

the first validation following the original one, and to our knowledge literature concerning the

relationship between ET, EM, and EC is still lacking robust empirical findings, further investi-

gations are needed. Third, our study used only self-reports methods and was conducted

through an online survey, with most of the sample coming through the diffusion through

social media channels. Although this method is becoming more common in psychological

research, it may lead to the exclusion of part of the population (e.g., people who have little
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access to the Internet or difficulty using technology). This causes some limitations regarding

the generalizability of our study; indeed, the socio-demographic characteristics of the sample

showed that respondents tended to be more educated and with a higher economic status than

the overall Italian population. The use of only self-report instruments makes us unable to

detect the portion of common variance attributable to the use of similar methods (e.g., a per-

son who tends to report less trust might also tend to report more emotional neglect). Future

investigation could use mixed methods to reveal associations between constructs in more

sophisticated ways. Moreover, we only investigated associations between ET, EM, EC, and

related concepts, such as mentalization and mentalized affectivity (i.e., we only measured con-

vergent validity). It would be interesting to further test for discriminant association with unre-

lated constructs (i.e., discriminant validity). Finally, although a self-report measure for the

assessment of ET (and its disruption) represents a valuable tool for investigating this dimen-

sion both in the clinical and research field in a time-effective way, the complexity of this con-

struct is not fully explicable via a questionnaire. Besides the use of experimental procedures of

assessment, such as the one developed by Schröder-Pfeifer and colleagues [21], we believe that

it would be particularly valuable to develop a structured interview o capture the complex

nature of this concept.

Conclusions

Consistently with the findings of Campbell and colleagues [1], the results of our study show

that ETMCQ represents a valid and promising tool. We found an adequate replication of the

original three-factor solution in the Italian population, as well as good psychometric

properties.

It is our opinion that an easily handled tool such as the ETMCQ––the first self-report

instrument developed for the assessment of epistemic trust, mistrust, and credulity––can be

readily used in many fields: not only in the clinical arena, but also in explaining some of today’s

socio-cultural dynamics. Recent studies focused on the correlations between mistrust and cre-

dulity, related constructs (including attachment avoidance and anxiety), and suspicion-based

tendencies such as vaccine hesitancy [67, 68], conspiracy theories and beliefs in fake news [69–

73], and other alterations in the cultural transmission of knowledge as ageism [74]. For what it

concerns psychotherapy research, literature has highlighted, mainly on a theoretical level, the

link between the two forms of epistemic disruption and psychopathology [2, 12, 13]. The use

of an instrument such as the ETMCQ could substantiate the theoretical models concerning the

role of ET in psychopathology and the psychotherapy process. Specifically, the relational

nature of this concept and its involvement in therapeutic processes could enhance our under-

standing of the development of the therapeutic alliance. Moreover, since ET represents a trans-

diagnostic and transtheoretical construct, the ETMCQ could be used in further investigations

on the effectiveness of different psychotherapeutic interventions. On the other hand, as previ-

ously noted, the ETMCQ could also be extremely useful in research aiming to investigate cul-

tural and socio-political phenomena from a psychological and psychodynamic perspective,

understanding the role of trust inside and outside the therapeutic room.
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