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Dear Editor,
The psychological approach to reasoning

and decision making has shown i) the restrict-
ed cognitive resources available to people (see
for example, the notion of bounded rationality
by Simon1); ii) the inferential errors attributa-
ble, at least partly, to limited working memory
capacity2; iii) the use of heuristics, i.e. strate-
gies which allow saving cognitive resources by
simplifying elaboration yet at the risk of bias-
es, etc. These errors, or distortions, do not
appear to be negligible but rather important
and recurring behavioral anomalies.3,4

Moreover, since 1950s several psychological
studies have highlighted the role of emotions
in decision making, a role that has been evi-
denced also by the neurosciences.5

The three experimental studies presented
here were aimed to evaluate the influence of
authority of source on decision making, each
one examining the following fields: logic,
grammar, and figurative art. 

In the first experiment, 120 university stu-
dents were administered the three questions
of the Cognitive Reflection Test and a fourth
question of logic; they were provided with the

answers (all of which deliberately wrong) and
were asked to express whether they agreed
with them. The experimental group was told
that the answers had been given by a mathe-
matics teacher; the control group was told that
the answers had been given by students with
some difficulties in mathematics. 

In the second experiment 90 university stu-
dents were administered five pairs of sen-
tences; one sentence in each pair was gram-
matically correct, the other was wrong. The
experimental group was required to evaluate
the exactness of the answers (all of which
wrong) given by a non-existent grammar
teacher; the control group was required to indi-
cate the exact sentence in each pair.

In the third experiment, 60 participants
were shown five pairs of pictorial reproduc-
tions; only one reproduction in each pair was
of great artistic value. The experimental group
was asked to accept or reject the judgements
(all of which wrong) of a non-existent art crit-
ic; the control group was asked to indicate the
picture deemed most valuable in each pair.

In conclusion, statistical analysis, conducted
through the χ2 test, has shown a significantly
higher number of errors in the experimental
group than in the control group all through the
three experiments. The results emphasize the
conditioning exerted by a source considered to
be authoritative on the decision-making
process of participants.
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