
It is argued that an epistemic authority would induce greater
influence in transmitting knowledge to students when there is a
correspondence between the (authoritarian vs. democratic) style of the
authority and students’ perceptions of their relation to the authority
(high vs. low epistemic dependence). In two studies it was predicted,
and found, that students who perceived themselves in a state of low
epistemic dependence towards their teachers were more influenced by a
democratic than by an authoritarian teaching style. This difference in
appropriation was not found for students who perceived themselves in a
state of epistemic dependence towards the epistemic authority.

That a student’s competence depends on his/her ability to admit knowledge provided by a
scientific authority (i.e., a competent source) is a belief that has been shown to be accepted by
first year students, more so than by fourth year students (Buchs, Falomir, Mugny, &
Quiamzade, 2002, Study 2; Quiamzade, Mugny, Dragulescu, & Buchs, 2003). This is in line
with Kitchener and King (1981) work who have shown that students at the university
progressively modify their conception of knowledge. This epistemic development originates
in the view that knowledge is an absolute to which epistemic authorities provide access. This
suggests that students considering themselves less competent in their domain should benefit
from a social influence context in which the epistemic authority guides them to the knowledge
to be acquired. The epistemic development moves towards a more relativist conception, and
students come to recognise that distinct, even apparently contradictory, pieces of knowledge
may be valid depending on particular perspectives. Knowledge is progressively acquired via a
critical examination of existing views and new evidence that is not compatible with a
submissive relationship to some epistemic authority (Kitchener, King, Wood, & Davison,
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1989). This suggests that students considering themselves more competent in their domain
should benefit from a social influence context in which the epistemic authority guaranties their
autonomy in knowledge acquisition.

These supposed influence dynamics correspond to a general hypothesis that appropriation
of information provided by competent sources is more likely when the representation that
targets have about what the relationship with the source ought to be fits with the actual
relationship (Quiamzade, Mugny, Falomir, Invernizzi, Buchs, & Dragulescu, 2004; see also
Tomasetto, 2004). Indeed, this evolution parallels the fact that with increases in the years of
study at the university, students are differentially sensible to the style of the epistemic
authority. As a matter of fact, it has been observed (with Romanian students) that first year
students appropriate more the message content when the epistemic authority employs an
authoritarian style (Quiamzade et al., 2003), whereas fourth year students do not show such a
difference, even if the pattern tended to be reversed. In another study (with French students)
using self-competence feelings as a base of the students’ subjective level of knowledge, it has
been found that more competent students appropriate more the message content when the
epistemic authority employs a democratic style rather than an authoritarian style whereas less
competent students do not make a clear difference between the two styles in their level of
message integration (Mugny, Quiamzade, Pigière, Dragulescu, & Buchs, 2002). 

It appears that French students are specifically blocked by the authoritarian style, since
Quiamzade, Mugny, and Buchs (2005) reproduced these results with another French students
sample using the same manipulation of the styles, but observed the expected inversion when the
relationship was based on a different experimental manipulation, i.e., a more or less compelling
social comparison with the source. In conditions of negative interdependence of comparison,
subjects had to estimate self and source’s competence by dividing 100 points of competence
between themselves and the source. This represents a compelling social comparison because
recognizing competence of the source implies to recognize self-incompetence: Any competence
attributed to the source reduces by the same amount the competence attributed to self. In the
conditions of independence of comparison, subjects had to estimate the level of self-competence
from 0 to 100 and the level of the source’s competence by the same way on separate scales. This
comparison is less compelling in that it allows to recognize competence to the source without
feeling so incompetent. Results showed that students considering themselves the less
competent appropriated more the contradictory information when the social comparison was
compelling, whereas students considering themselves the more competent changed more with
a less compelling social comparison. In fact, the compelling social comparison introduces a
threat for individuals who have some competence to defend whereas it reproduces a legitimate
hierarchy between them and the highly competent source and fits with the actual relationship
for the individuals feeling less competent. As a consequence, it blocked influence for the
former but enhanced influence for the latter. At the opposite, the less compelling comparison
produced more influence in those who wait for a relationship which respects their competence,
i.e., those who feel competent.

Some data suggest indeed that intercultural differences may exist between Eastern
European or “old socialist” culture and Western European culture about conformity behaviour
towards powerful sources, suggesting that the former would conform more than the latter
(Garbarino & Bronfenbrenner, 1976; Shouval, Venaki, Bronfenbrenner, Devereux, & Kiely,
1975). Romania is a country emerging from a totalitarian period in which hierarchical
relations were based on powerful authority relationships. Transposed to the university context,
this could mean that an epistemic authority could, or even should, exercise its power in an
assertive way that is legitimated by the cultural context. This would be less a feature of the
contemporary ideology of Western European universities in which democratic ideology
predominates. It may be for this reason that while the democratic style was not significantly
more beneficial to the Romanian fourth year students, the same style was more beneficial to
the French competent students. For the latter, because the confidence in their own knowledge
and ability was severely challenged by the authoritarian style, this excluded the possibility of
any appropriation of the contradicting information. In this case various ingredients of an ille-
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gitimate persuasive dynamic of persuasive constraint are salient. They highlight a threat to
targets’ perceived competence and self-esteem (cf. Quiamzade et al., 2004), and discourage
appropriation.

In fact, the probability that a specific relationship will induce appropriation of a new
knowledge is a function of variations in the meaning it takes for students. It is hypothesized
that the above results, even if somewhat differing due to cultural differences, are grounded in
the same psychological dimension underlying the relationship with an epistemic authority and
the meaning given to the different styles: The informational dependence state vis-à-vis the
epistemic authority in which students can be, leading to an informational influence. Deutsch
and Gerard (1955, p. 629) define informational influence as “an influence to accept
information obtained from another as evidence about reality” which is related to uncertainty
about self and other’s judgments correctness. Corollary, informational dependence can be seen
as the degree of dependence in which people under uncertainty are vis-à-vis of a recognized
and accepted source whose judgments are probably correct. This means that the influence
process takes place because of three reasons. First, the source is supposed to possess some
appropriate resources as relevant information (Cartwright & Zander, 1968, p. 221). Second, it
is grounded on a legitimate power (French & Raven, 1959), which implies that the source is
invested by a right to influence that dictates to the target that there is some kind of necessity to
accept this influence. Third, it gives to the source enough credibility, i.e., recognized expertise
as well as trustworthiness (Hovland, Janis, & Kelley, 1953), allowing for a real appropriation
and integration, rather than just compliance (Kelman, 1958). In other words, informational
dependence is a psychological state of the targets in which they admit the judgments provided
by the competent source, whose competence is associated to others relevant factors (see
McGuire, 1985) giving to the influence process the meaning of a non threatening relationship
with the source (Mugny, Butera, Quiamzade, Dragulescu, & Tomei, 2003).

For Romanian students we can suppose that the acquisition of a new knowledge the
authoritarian style induces would depend on the fact that this style is not perceived as an
illegitimate social influence relationship or persuasive constraint (Falomir, Butera, & Mugny,
2002), but as a legitimate transmission-of-knowledge relationship between targets in a state of
epistemic dependence and a source recognized as having epistemic authority. The epistemic
dependence probably avoids the source to be perceived as threatening targets’s identity (cf.
Quiamzade & Mugny, 2001), despite its authoritarian style. Epistemic dependence motivates
the target to elaborate the information delivered by the competent source (Insko, Drenan,
Solomon, Smith, & Wade, 1983; Kruglanski, 1989). In this context, the democratic style could
even have inhibiting properties for these subjects in a state of epistemic dependence, since
appropriation is induced if the relationship with the expert source is compelling and guides the
targets directly to the source’s point of view, i.e., makes explicit its authority.

At the opposite, for French students, since in their social and cultural context the
authoritarian style appears to introduce a strong resistance, it should induce at best as much
appropriation as the democratic style, but not more, in targets who believe that their
competence is a function of their ability to accept the information given by the epistemic
authority, i.e., who are high in epistemic dependence. However, the style should make a
difference among targets who do not share such a belief, i.e., who are low in epistemic
dependence and thus need to be treated with deference and fairness (cf. Tyler, 1997). For
them, a democratic style should be necessary in order to encourage them to appropriate the
information, since it seems more in line with the socio-political context, while an authoritarian
style should inhibit social influence since it does not correspond to these students’
expectations.

A first step of demonstrations has already succeeded. A study with Romanian psychology
students (Mugny, Quiamzade, & Trandafir, 2006) confirmed that the advantage of the
authoritarian style depended on the fact that students believed that their competence was a
function of their ability to accept the information given by their teachers, whereas the
difference between both styles disappeared for students who did not share this belief. The
second step, which will concern the present paper, will consist in illustrating the validity of the



symmetric pattern for Western students, i.e., that the advantage of the democratic style is
grounded on the fact that students do not share this representation.

STUDIES OVERVIEW

In two experiments with Western university students (French in Study 1 and Swiss in
Study 2) the style of teaching (authoritarian vs. democratic) was manipulated, and the
perceived degree of epistemic dependence of students was measured. The style has been
manipulated in the same way as in the previous experiments, and subjects were divided on the
basis of their belief in the notion that their competence is (high epistemic dependence) or not
(low epistemic dependence) a function of their ability to accept the information given by their
teachers, in a way similar to the previous study with Romanian students. It was predicted that
a democratic style of teaching would obtain greater influence than an authoritarian style of
teaching for students who perceived themselves in a state of low epistemic dependence. In
Study 1, we also manipulated the legitimacy of the epistemic authority, based on the
evaluation (positive vs. negative) of this epistemic authority. In Study 2, we examined if the
predicted interaction hold when the task is explicitly diagnostic of cognitive ability.

STUDY 1

In a 2x2x2 design, we manipulated the style of teaching (authoritarian vs. democratic),
and high vs. low epistemic dependence subjects were identified on the basis of their belief that
their competence is more or less a function of their ability to accept the information given by
teachers. The legitimacy of the epistemic authority was also manipulated, subjects being
informed that the epistemic authority was generally positively vs. negatively evaluated by his
students. A first hypothesis could be that an epistemic authority would induce greater
influence in transmitting knowledge to students when there is a correspondence between the
(authoritarian vs. democratic) style of the authority and students’ perceptions of their relation
to the authority (high vs. low epistemic dependence). However, the style manipulation could
hide a confounded variable. Indeed, in democratic Western societies, the authoritarian style
may appear less legitimate, e.g., the source could be perceived as needing such a style in
compensation for some poor pedagogical ability in the way to be convincing. Thus, an
alternative hypothesis could simply be that a legitimate teacher would obtain greater influence
in transmitting knowledge to students than an illegitimate one, regardless of specific
properties of the style of teaching. Thus, manipulating the style of teaching and the legitimacy
of the epistemic authority may help to delineate the relative weight of these two dimensions.

Method

Participants

Participants were 213 first year psychology female students (median age=19) from the
University of Toulouse, France. The experimental design comprised three variables: The style
of the epistemic authority (authoritarian vs. democratic), the legitimacy of the epistemic
authority (legitimate vs. illegitimate), and the epistemic dependence state (low vs. high based
on a median split). The two first variables were manipulated, while the third one was
measured at the individual level.

416 G. MUGNY, A. CHATARD, & A. QUIAMZADE



THE SOCIAL TRANSMISSION OF KNOWLEDGE 417

Procedure

After having answered some demographical questions (sex, age, and native country), all
students filled out different tasks that appeared in the following sequence.

Initial representation of an ideal group of friends: All participants had to read the brief
description of a study, and to guess the findings. To do this, they had to estimate the means of
satisfaction observed among various groups of friends, as a function of the degree of
leadership observed in these groups. Eight means of satisfaction were provided (7.5 – 7.6 –
7.7 – 7.9 – 9.5 – 9.6 – 9.8 – 9.9 on a scale from 1=dissatisfied to 11=satisfied), and
participants had to predict which mean corresponded to different percents of intra-group
leadership (10% – 20% – 30% – 40% – 50% – 60% – 70% – 80%). Previous research using
the paradigm of an ideal group of friend has clearly documented that students mainly believe
that an ideal group of friends is a group without a leader (Mugny, Moliner, & Flament, 1997).

Legitimacy of the epistemic authority: Before the findings of the fictitious study were
presented, in the condition of illegitimacy students were informed that a professor whose
scientific expertise was largely emphasized, namely M. Colson, was generally evaluated by
his students as having poor pedagogical abilities. In the condition of legitimacy, they were
informed that the professor was generally evaluated by his students as having high
pedagogical abilities. One item immediately checked perceived legitimacy of the source: “The
professor M. Colson is a good teacher” (1=no, 6=yes).

Style of the expert source: Bogus results of Colson’s study were then presented. The
study was said to have been published in a scientific, peer review journal, one of the most
renowned in this discipline. A graph showed that the highest means of satisfaction were
observed among groups of friends characterized by a high percent of intra-group leadership.
The conclusion of the professor M. Colson was presented as a quoting. This conclusion
informed that “an ideal group of friends is a group in which high levels of leadership are
observed”. In a condition, this conclusion was framed in an authoritarian style (“There are no
possible doubts; an ideal group of friends is a group in which high levels of leadership are
observed. Everybody has to accept this evidence. For instance, I would never pass a student
who claimed the opposite, whatever are his or her arguments”). In another condition, this
conclusion was framed in a democratic style (“There are no possible doubts; an ideal group of
friends is a group in which high levels of leadership are observed. However, it is just the take
home message of this study and everybody can accept or not this evidence. For instance, I
would never refuse to pass a student who claimed the opposite, if his or her arguments are
well-formulated”). One item was used to check the manipulation of the style of the epistemic
authority: “In what extent do you think that the conclusions of professor M. Colson are
authoritarian” (1=democratic, 6=authoritarian). 

Epistemic dependence: Perceived epistemic dependence was then measured by the
following item: “A student’s competence depends on his/her ability to admit knowledge
provided by a scientific authority” (1=totally disagree, 8=totally agree).

Dependent variable: The main measure of this study concerned the representation of the
ideal group of friends. Following the structural approach of social representations (Abric,
1994) the source’s influence has been measured by the extent of centrality of the belief in
equality in the representation of an ideal friendship group. Participants read the summary of a
study related to the observation of a group of friends (Moliner, 1988). In this group of friends,
high levels of satisfaction appear among its members, but clearly, there were also a leader, and
hierarchical relationships between the leader and other members of the group. Participants
were asked to indicate in what extent they judge that this group can be considered as an ideal
group of friend (1=it is an ideal group of friends; 2=probably it is an ideal group of friends;
3=perhaps, it is an ideal group of friends; 4=perhaps, it is not an ideal group of friends;
5=probably it is not an ideal group of friends; 6=it is not an ideal group of friends). Lower



scores on this measure indicated more influence of the epistemic authority, i.e., more
appropriation of the contradictory information. Indeed, a modification in the centrality of
equality supposes a cognitive restructuring process of the representational field (Quiamzade,
2003; Tafani & Souchet, 2001), i.e., an effective elaboration of the information given by the
source, beyond mere approval (Mugny, Tafani, Falomir, & Layat, 2000).

Results

Initial representation of “an ideal group of friends”

According to the participants, higher levels of satisfaction would be observed among
groups of friends with the lowest percentages of intra-group leadership (10% to 40%)
(M=9.20, SD=.66), than among groups of friends with the highest percentages of intra-group
leadership (50% to 80%) (M=8.16, SD=.65). This difference was highly significant
[t(206)=11.35, p<.001]1.

Check of the inductions

The conclusion of professor M. Colson was perceived as more authoritarian in the
condition of authoritarian style than in the condition of democratic style [M=4.68, SD=1.10,
and M=3.26, SD=1.37, respectively, F(1;211)=69.43, p<.001]. Furthermore, the source was
perceived as a better teacher in the condition of legitimacy of the epistemic authority than in
the condition of illegitimacy of the epistemic authority [M=4.88, SD=.97, and M=2.91,
SD=1.26, respectively, F(1;209)=159.46, p<.001]. 

Epistemic dependence split

We first controlled by mean of a 2x2 factorial design the possible effects of the variables
manipulated on the measure of epistemic dependence. Nor the main effects nor the interaction
effect approached significance. A median split (low or high) was then computed on the
measure of epistemic dependence (Median=4, M=4.45, SD=1.82). Participants with scores less
or equal 4 were considered as sharing a representation of the relationship between students
and teachers as marked by low epistemic dependence (N=114, M=3.01) whereas the others
were considered as sharing a representation of this relationship en terms of epistemic
dependence (N=99, M=6.10).

Table 1

Appropriation index (Study 1)
Perceived epistemic dependence

Low High

Authoritarian Style 3.91(.14) 3.29(.15)
N=59 N=51

Democratic Style 3.30(.14) 3.35(.16)
N=55 N=48

Note. The lower the number, the more the influence; Standard errors in parentheses.

Information appropriation

This median split and the two variables manipulated were used in an analysis of variance
considering the representation of an ideal group of friends as the dependent variable. Results
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indicated a marginal effect of the median split [F(1;205)=3.68, p<.06, �2=.01], a marginal
effect of the teaching style [F(1;205)=3.39, p<.07, �2=.01], and a marginal effect of teacher’s
legitimacy [F(1;205)=3.52, p<.07, �2=.01]. Participants low in epistemic dependence
(M=3.61, SE=.10) were less influenced than those high in epistemic dependence (M=3.32,
SE=.11). A democratic teaching style (M=3.32, SE=.10) obtained greater influence than an
authoritarian teaching style (M=3.60, SE=.10). Surprisingly, the illegitimate teacher (M=3.32,
SE=.10) was more influential than the legitimate one (M=3.60, SE=.10). Among all these
variables, there was only one significant interaction between the epistemic dependence split
(low or high) and the teaching style (democratic or authoritarian) [F(1;205)=4.96, p<.03,
�2=.02]2. As predicted, a democratic teaching style (M=3.30, SE=.14) obtained greater
influence than an authoritarian style of teaching (M=3.91, SE=.14), but only for participants
low in epistemic dependence, t(205)=3.14, p<.01. No difference between the teaching style
was observed for students high in epistemic dependence [M=3.29, SE=.15, and M=3.35,
SE=.16, respectively, t(205)=.37, ns]. Another contrast was significant. It indicated that an
authoritarian teaching style obtained greater influence on students high in epistemic
dependence than on students low in epistemic dependence, t(205)=2.97, p<.01.

Discussion of Study 1

As predicted, we observed a significant interaction between the epistemic dependence
and the style of teaching. The democratic style induced greater appropriation than the
authoritarian style for participants low in epistemic dependence, whereas the reversed effect
was not observed for students high in epistemic dependence. For them, the style had no
significant effect. Legitimacy had only a main effect, but surprisingly, the illegitimate teacher
was more influential than a legitimate one. A possible explanation would be that students
could have been surprised by an unjustified negative evaluation by their peers and have
compensated it through considering the source as having particularly high scientific skills,
with the consequence that the experimental evidence became more convincing. Anyway, since
it appears that legitimacy does not present the expected effect, and that it interferes neither
with the style of the source nor with the predicted interaction, we do not consider further this
marginal unexpected effect. 

STUDY 2

As in Study 1, we manipulated the teaching style (authoritarian vs. democratic), and
subjects were distinguished on the basis of their belief in the notion that their competence is
more (high epistemic dependence) or less (low epistemic dependence) a function of their
ability to accept the information given by their teachers. Four differences were introduced.
First of all, the manipulation concerning the legitimacy of the source has been removed.
Second, in Study 1, to ascertain that the item measuring perceived epistemic dependence took
clear meaning for subjects, it has been introduced inside the scenario of the study, i.e., after
the manipulations. Since this could be seen as a methodological weakness, and even if we
controlled that there were no main nor interaction effects of the variables manipulated on the
measure of epistemic dependence, in Study 2 it was introduced before any manipulation.
Third, to insure that the effects are not just a French particularity but may concern more
widely Western European cultures, the sample of Study 2 was of the same native language but
from a different country, i.e., Switzerland. Finally, the diagnostic value of the task of influence
was also manipulated: Targets were explicitly informed (or not) that the task was diagnostic of



individual cognitive abilities. Based on the assumption that epistemic and identity stakes are
greater when the nature of the task concerns the evaluation of highly valued academic
domains (Monteil, 1988, Study 3; see also Monteil & Huguet, 1999; indeed, value of the
domains reflects intelligence as a gift that can be attributed to people who succeed in these
domains, cf. Mugny & Carugati, 1989), and that it accentuates differences between high and
low epistemic dependence, it was expected that the interaction effect between informational
dependence and the style of teaching should be more pronounced when the task was presented
in such a way. 

Method

Participants

They were 81 second year psychology students from the University of Geneva (a French
speaking town, but not located in France), 68 women and 13 men, all native of Switzerland
(median age=21). The experimental design comprised three variables: The style of the
epistemic authority (authoritarian vs. democratic), the diagnostic aspect of the task of
influence (diagnostic vs. not diagnostic), and the epistemic dependence measure (low vs. high
based on a median split). The two first variables were manipulated, while the third one was
measured at the personal level.

Procedure

After having answered some demographical questions (sex, age, and native country), all
students filled out different tasks that appeared in the following sequence.

Epistemic dependence measure: The same item was used as in Study 1 (“A student’s
competence depends on his/her ability to admit knowledge provided by a scientific authority”).
However, participants answered a 7-point scale (1: totally disagree, and 7: totally agree).

Diagnostic aspect of the task: The goal of the study was exposed in a brief paragraph. In
the non diagnostic condition, the study was presented as “the validation of a new experimental
protocol”, with no reference to the ability of participants. In contrast, in the diagnostic
condition, the study was presented as “a new and original IQ test” (see Steele & Aronson,
1995). In this diagnostic condition, participants were informed that the goal of the study was
to measure their intellectual abilities. To check the manipulation of the perception of the task
as diagnostic or not of personal ability, one item was used: “Do you think that the difference
between your predictions and M. Colson’s results gives indications on your cognitive abilities?”
(1=no, and 8=yes).

Initial attitude towards relationships in an “ideal group of friends”: All participants had
to read the brief description of the same M. Colson’s experiment as in Study 1, and to guess
the findings.

Style of the expert source: The two conditions of the style of influence (authoritarian vs.
democratic) were exactly the same as in the first study. To check the manipulation of the style
of the expert source, one item was used: “In what extent do you think that the conclusions of
professor M. Colson are authoritarian” (1=not authoritarian, 8=authoritarian).

Dependent variable: The main dependent measure of this study concerned the
representation of an ideal group of friends. The same measure of appropriation as in Study 1
was used. 
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Results

Check of the inductions

Participants indicated that their predictions were not diagnostic of their cognitive ability
(M=2.16), and no main effect nor any interaction approached significance. In other words, the
check of the diagnostic feature of the task failed to reach significance. In fact, as no effects
appear whatever the dependent variable, the manipulation itself did not work. However, the
manipulation style was effective. The conclusion of the source was perceived as more
authoritarian in the condition of authoritarian style than in the condition of democratic style
[M=4.16, SD=2.24, and M=3.44, SD=2.27, respectively, F(1,79)=5.35, p<.03].

Initial representation of “an ideal group of friends”

According to the participants, higher levels of satisfaction would be observed among
groups of friends with the lowest percentages of intra-group leadership (10% to 40%)
(M=8.95, SD=.75), than among groups of friends with the highest percentages of intra-group
leadership (50% to 80%) (M=8.42, SD=.75). As expected, this difference was highly
significant [t(79)=3.17, p<.003]. 

Epistemic dependence split

A median split (low or high) was computed on the measure of epistemic dependence
(Md=3, M=2.70, SD=1.44). Participants with a score less or equal 2 were considered as
sharing a representation of the relationship between students and teachers as marked by low
epistemic dependence (N=38, M=1.42) while the others were considered as sharing more a
representation of this relationship in terms of epistemic dependence (N=43, M=3.84). Even if
manipulations were not yet introduced at this point, we however controlled by mean of 2
(style) x 2 (diagnosticity) factorial design the possible effects of a sampling bias. Nor the main
effects nor the interaction effect approached significance. 

Table 2

Appropriation index (Study 2)
Perceived epistemic dependence

Low High
Authoritarian Style 3.86(.24) 3.45(.24)

N=22 N=22
Democratic Style 3.08(.28) 3.88(.25)

N=16 N=21

Note. The lower the number, the more the influence; Standard errors in parentheses.Information appropriation

This median split and the two variables manipulated were used in an analysis of variance
using the representation of the ideal group of friends as the dependent variable. Contrary to the
hypothesis, diagnosticity had no effect at all. Results indicated only a significant interaction
between the style of the epistemic authority and the epistemic dependence measure
[F(1;73)=5.31, p<.03, �2=.06]3. As predicted, for participants low in epistemic dependence,
the democratic teaching style (M=3.08, SE=.28) obtained greater influence than the
authoritarian teaching style (M=3.86, SE=.24), t(73)=2.03, p<.05. No differences between
teaching styles were observed for students high in epistemic dependence [M=3.88, SE=.25,
and M=3.45, SE=.24, respectively, t(73)=1.16, ns]. Another contrast was significant. It



indicated that a democratic teaching style obtained greater influence on students low in
epistemic dependence than on students high in epistemic dependence, t(73)=2.12, p<.04. 

Discussion of Study 2

As in the first study, this second study revealed a significant interaction between the
epistemic dependence and the teaching style. The democratic style induced greater
appropriation than the authoritarian style for participants low in epistemic dependence,
whereas the style had no significant effect for participants high in epistemic dependence.
Diagnosticity had no main effect, nor did it interact with the predicted interaction. It would
appear that our manipulation was not convincing enough to lead students to believe that the
experimental situation was more or less diagnostic of their intelligence. Thus, one basic
explanation could be that we failed to manipulate adequately this dimension. However, an
alternative explanation would be that students were generally reluctant to declare that their
cognitive abilities were at stake, since their predictions were evidently contradicted by the
study proposed by the epistemic authority and could have made salient their incompetence (cf.
Tafani, Mugny, & Bellon, 1999). Finally, diagnosticity may be considered to induce two
opposed dynamics that ask for further research. On one hand, it can motivate students to self-
improvement and thus induce learning and appropriation; on the other hand diagnosticity may
render a threat to the identity salient and thus discourage learning since higher diagnosticity
may be associated to increased self-incompetence in comparison to the highly competent
source (Mugny, Quiamzade, Falomir, & Tafani, 2006). Due to its total absence of effects in
the present study, we do not consider further this manipulation.

General discussion

We have investigated in a Western European context the general hypothesis that
appropriation of information provided by competent sources is more likely when the
representation that targets have about the relationship with the source fits with the actual
relationship (Quiamzade et al., 2004). In two studies we observed a significant interaction
between the epistemic dependence and the teaching style. The democratic style induced
greater appropriation than the authoritarian style for participants low in epistemic dependence,
whereas this effect was not observed for students high in epistemic dependence: For them, the
style had no significant effect. 

Even if this appears to be a robust interaction effect, one additional contrast was
significant, but it differs in both studies. In Study 1, the authoritarian style obtained greater
influence on students high in epistemic dependence than on students low in epistemic
dependence, whereas in Study 2, the democratic teaching style obtained greater influence on
students low in epistemic dependence than on students high in epistemic dependence. In other
words, in Study 1 a special rejection of influence appeared for students low in epistemic
dependence confronted to the authoritarian style, whereas in Study 2 more appropriation was
observed in front of the democratic style for the same students low in epistemic dependence.
We cannot exclude different specific sensibilities to the various styles between the French
(Study 1) and the Swiss (Study 2) samples, in spite of the fact that results are globally
coherent across the two samples. Anyway, it must be noted that both significant contrasts are
compatible with our general hypothesis. Because of the strong similarity of results between
both studies, it is more acceptable to suppose that such a little difference may be the
consequence of the sampling, and that each study just failed to show clear statistical
significance in these contrasts. Another limitation would be that our samples were first year
(Study 1) or second year students (Study 2), and that further research is needed to assess if the
same psychological dimension underlying the relationship with epistemic authority (epistemic
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in-dependence) and the meaning given to the different styles also hold for higher degrees
students. 

In the context of the present studies, participants were students confronted with a source
invested with epistemic authority. The relationship was of a cooperative nature since source
and targets may be considered as having to join their efforts so that the transmission of
knowledge be beneficial for the students. The interaction between message style and self-
perceived epistemic dependence showed that subjects who perceive themselves to be less
dependent (or more independent) who are confronted with a style allowing for some autonomy
in the construction of knowledge appropriate the knowledge provided by the epistemic
authority. When the style was authoritarian this contradicting information was not integrated
by the same low dependent participants. The explanation of the lack of appropriation is that
the authoritarian style is not appropriate to the representation students hold as to how
knowledge should be transmitted to students who feel rather weakly dependent of the
epistemic authority for forming a valid and competent judgment, even if they recognize they
(still) have less competence than the source (cf. Tafani et al., 1999). The authoritarian style is
inappropriate when targets are concerned with actively comparing, even negotiating, their
previous knowledge with that of the source, and may lead them to interpret the relationship as
an attempt to constrain them to be persuaded. The difference of points of view would be
elaborated in relational terms since the source, rather than offering new information, is
perceived as motivated to impose its point of view and to oblige the targets to renounce their
previous beliefs. This persuasive constraint introduces an identity threat (cf. Falomir et al.,
2002). When individuals believe themselves not to be dependent of the expert source, they
consider themselves to be able to assess the validity of new information and this motivates
them to reassert their self-competence. They cannot abandon the beliefs they actually hold, in
a dynamic similar to psychological reactance (cf. Wicklund & Brehm, 1968). The democratic
style represents here a necessary way to discard such an identity threat. 

When participants perceive a high dependence in their relationship with their teachers,
we did not observe any more difference between both styles. Contrarily to Romanian
participants previously studied, we did not observe a reverse effect, since the authoritarian
style was not more efficient than the democratic style. This absence of dynamic due to the
style in our French speaking samples may be attributed to cultural norms. Even if dependent
individuals may be more motivated to change in front of a constraining source that guides
them towards valid beliefs, appropriation would be inhibited because students expect to be
treated in a deferent way and respected by the epistemic authority and cannot trust an
authority that violates such expectations. As we have suggested this can be the consequence of
cultural differences in perceived legitimacy of the authority between the two cultures.
However, one limitation of the present results is that they do not allow to make a conclusion in
this direction. More experiments are needed to investigate this possibility, for example by
manipulating directly the legitimacy of the authority in the different cultural contexts.

In conclusion, in social transmission of knowledge contexts, competent sources (as well
as experts) can, in particular due to task uncertainty, generate an informational dependence
(Deutsch & Gerard, 1955). They then may constitute relevant models or points of view for
knowledge construction. However, this presupposes that the influence relationship be not
mentally elaborated as an informational constraint (Mugny et al., 2003), as it is the case when
perceived self-competence (Mugny et al., 2002) or epistemic independence (the present
studies) increases4. If it is not, the potential threat to identity can be reduced, and the source
can be perceived as providing relevant information even if there is an evident asymmetry in
terms of source and target competence (or expertise) – an epistemic gap (Ellis & Kruglanski,
1992). Instead of maintaining their position in a defensive way targets may then be motivated
to appropriate the knowledge provided by the source, and to modify their beliefs on the basis
of the conflicting contents. Is this not a way of both constructing more (supposedly) valid
knowledge and acquiring self-competence?



Notes

1 Precautionary analyses were performed separately for the 213 female and the 29 male participants on the initial
representation of the ideal friendship group. A 2 (teacher’s style) x 2 (teacher’s legitimacy) x 2 (epistemic
in/dependence) ANOVA showed no significant main or interaction effects for females. The same ANOVA revealed
unexpected significant main and interaction effects for males. Since these effects constitute randomisation biases,
male participants were discarded. 

2 Similar results appear using regression analysis with the epistemic dependence as a continuous variable, �=.48,
t(212)=2.67, p<.01.

3 Similar results appear using regression analysis with the epistemic dependence as a continuous variable, �=.52
t(78)=2.09, p<.05.

4 When self-competence increases to the point that targets believe themselves to have the same high competence as
the source, they may experience a conflict of competencies (cf. Quiamzade & Mugny, 2001). Indeed, when own
judgments differ from those of a competent source, comparison with the source implies a certain probability that
own judgements are erroneous. Targets who feel competent cannot give judgements inspired by those of the source,
since it would imply the recognition of the source’s correctness, a decrease in self-competence, and the possibility to
loose self-esteem. They will instead engage in the social comparison process with the aim of invalidating the source
and thus affirm self-validation (Butera & Mugny, 2001), and even could be motivated to do so through differentiation
from the source (Wicklund & Brehm, 1968).
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Il est argué qu’une autorité épistémique devrait induire davantage
d’influence en transmettant des connaissances à des étudiants lorsqu’il
existe une correspondance entre le style (autoritaire ou démocratique)
de l’autorité et la perception que ceux-ci ont de leurs relations avec
l’autorité, en termes de dépendance ou d’indépendance épistémiques.
Comme prédit, dans deux études il est montré que les étudiants qui se
jugent dans un état d’indépendance épistémique à l’égard de leurs
enseignants sont plus influencés par le style démocratique que par le
style autoritaire d’enseignement. Cette différence dans l’appropriation
n’est pas observée chez les étudiants qui se perçoivent dans un état de
dépendance épistémique à l’égard de l’autorité.
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