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PERSUASIVE EVIDENCE IN INDIA:
AN INVESTIGATION OF THE IMPACT OF
EVIDENCE TYPES AND EVIDENCE QUALITY
Jos Hornikx and Judith de Best
Research on persuasive evidence types has been limited to Western cultures. Because Western systems of
thought are claimed to be fundamentally different from Eastern systems of thought, the persuasiveness of evidence
types was explored in one Eastern culture. Indians (N ⫽ 183) judged claims supported by different evidence
types. Statistical, expert, and causal evidence were found to be equally persuasive as support for claims. Indians
also appeared sensitive to evidence quality that was manipulated according to Western norms for reasonable
argumentation: normatively strong evidence was more persuasive than normatively weak evidence. Findings are
compared to results from studies conducted in Western cultures.
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For more than fifty years, researchers have been interested in the kinds of data that are
most effective in supporting a claim (Reinard, 1988). When data are used as proof for claims,
they can be considered evidence (cf. Reynolds & Reynolds, 2002). Evidence has mostly been
studied for claims that describe (future) events: factual claims or probability claims. Generally speaking, researchers have investigated the persuasiveness of evidence types by comparing claims (in a longer text or in isolation) supported by one or another type of evidence:
anecdotal, statistical, causal, or expert evidence. Anecdotal, or story, evidence (Baesler,
1997) usually consists of an individual who has experienced the event described in the claim.
Statistical evidence provides numerical data based on a large number of individuals who
have experienced the event. Causal evidence provides a causal explanation of the event
described, and, finally, expert evidence consists of a reliable and trustworthy expert who
underscores the claim.
Anecdotal and statistical evidence have been most frequently studied. In Slater and
Rouner (1996), for instance, anecdotal evidence consisted of a person who had experienced
the problems described in the claim because of his alcohol consumption (namely, economic
and career harm). An example of statistical evidence was that 25% of men who occasionally
drank suffer from the problems described. Slater and Rouner (1996) found statistical evidence to be more effective at supporting claims than anecdotal evidence. In other studies,
anecdotal and statistical evidence were found to be equally persuasive (e.g., Baesler, 1997),
or anecdotal evidence was found to be most persuasive (e.g., Koballa, 1986). Research
findings on the persuasiveness of these two types of evidence have been equivocal, partly
because of large variations in manipulations of evidence (Kellermann, 1980). In order to
summarize extant research on a given domain, a meta-analysis is well suited (e.g., Allen,
2009; Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). Allen and Preiss (1997), using a meta-analysis, summarized
the empirical studies that addressed the question whether statistical evidence is more or less
persuasive than anecdotal evidence in support of claims. Based on 19 comparisons of
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statistical and anecdotal evidence, Allen and Preiss concluded that statistical evidence was
generally more persuasive than anecdotal evidence. In a narrative review, which included
the findings of more recent experiments, Hornikx (2005) supports this conclusion.
In recent studies with multiple message designs, in which participants judged a number of
claims that were supported by different evidence types, findings are fairly homogeneous, and
corroborate Allen and Preiss’ (1997) conclusion: statistical evidence is more persuasive than
anecdotal evidence (see Hoeken & Hustinx, 2003, 2009; Hornikx & Hoeken, 2007, Study 1).
In Hoeken and Hustinx (2009, Study 1), for instance, participants judged the probability of
20 claims, which were supported by either statistical or anecdotal evidence. In general,
participants judged claims that were supported by statistical evidence as more probable than
claims supported by anecdotal evidence. Two other studies used the same research design to
compare these two types of evidence with causal and expert evidence (Hoeken & Hustinx,
2003; Hornikx & Hoeken, 2007). Findings show that causal and expert evidence were more
persuasive than anecdotal evidence (Hoeken & Hustinx, 2003; Hornikx & Hoeken, 2007,
Study 1). In Hornikx and Hoeken (2007, Study 1), statistical evidence was not only more
persuasive than anecdotal evidence, but also more persuasive than causal and expert
evidence.

PERSUASIVE EVIDENCE

IN

WESTERN CULTURES

Allen and Preiss (1997) observed that the experiments they included in their meta-analysis
were all conducted with Western participants. They therefore suggest that future research
should consider other cultures: “Whether other cultures with different expectations for forms
of proof would reflect the same outcomes is unknown” (p. 129). In the early stages of research
on evidence, researchers already have asked whether the persuasiveness of evidence may
differ from culture to culture (McCroskey, 1969). Although researchers have regularly
emphasized the relevance of this question (Greene & Brinn, 2003; Reynolds & Reynolds,
2002), it has not received a developed answer yet.
Only a few studies have been conducted on culture and evidence, all of which have
compared Western cultures. First, Parrott, Silk, Dorgan, Condit, and Harris (2005) examined
the perceived persuasiveness of statistical evidence in verbal or visual format among African
Americans and European Americans. The two cultural groups perceived statistical evidence
with a visual representation as equally persuasive as statistical evidence with a verbal
representation. Second, Hornikx (2008) gave Dutch and French participants eight different
claims, each followed by a list of four types of evidence. The participants ranked these
different evidence types in terms of how persuasive they expected the evidence to be for
others, starting with the most persuasive on rank 1, and so on. For the two cultural groups,
the pattern was similar: participants expected statistical evidence to be most persuasive for
others, followed by expert, causal, and anecdotal evidence. Hornikx and Hoeken (2007,
Study 1), finally, investigated the actual persuasiveness of anecdotal, statistical, causal, and
expert evidence in 20 claims that they presented to participants in France and the Netherlands. For both cultural groups, statistical, causal, and expert evidence were found to be
more persuasive than anecdotal evidence. For the Dutch participants only, statistical evidence was also more persuasive than expert and causal evidence. Hornikx and Hoeken
(2007, Study 2) also manipulated the quality of evidence. Evidence quality depends on the
underlying argumentation scheme that is present when evidence supports claims. Evidence
has a high quality (and is normatively strong) when it respects the norms associated with the
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argumentation scheme. For instance, for the argument by authority, a person’s credibility,
reliability, and relevance of the field of expertise in relation to the topic of the claim are
important (Walton, 1997). Hornikx and Hoeken (2007, Study 2) manipulated expert evidence to have a high quality when the expert’s position ensured credibility and reliability,
and when her or his field of expertise was relevant to the claim’s topic. Expert evidence had
a low quality when the expert’s field of expertise was irrelevant to the topic of the claim. The
quality of statistical evidence was manipulated by reducing the number of cases in the
evidence, which is important for the underlying argument by generalization (cf. Garssen,
1997). Hornikx and Hoeken (2007, Study 2) showed that Dutch participants, but not the
French participants, were sensitive to the quality of both expert and statistical evidence. For
the Dutch participants, normatively strong statistical and normatively strong expert evidence
were more persuasive than normatively weak statistical and normatively weak expert
evidence.

EVIDENCE

AND

WESTERN-EASTERN SYSTEMS

OF

THOUGHT

The studies comparing different Western cultures indicate that culture can play a role in
the persuasiveness of different evidence types. The insights that these studies provide are
limited in scope because, as Allen and Preiss (1997) observed, the empirical research on
evidence has been conducted in the United States and Europe only. It is unknown how
persuasive the different types of evidence are in cultures other than Western cultures, such
as cultures in the Eastern part of the world. The comparison between so-called Western and
Eastern cultures has been very popular in cross-cultural research in general (e.g., Hofstede,
2001; Nisbett, 2003; Oyserman, Coon, & Kemmelmeier, 2002), and in argumentation
research in particular (e.g., Combs, 2004; Gillon, 2008; Oetke, 1996). It should be noted that
researchers emphasize that, within these two broad categories, there exist important differences. For instance, Varnum, Grossmann, Katunar, Nisbett, and Kitayama (2008) demonstrated that the cognitive style of Americans and West Europeans was different from Central
and East Europeans, even though all four are categorized as Western. Knight and Nisbett
(2007) even showed that significant cognitive differences can exist within one culture,
depending on a person’s social class. Nevertheless, specific differences can consistently be
observed between Western cultures on the one hand and Eastern cultures on the other.
One of the frameworks comparing these two broad cultural groups is the psychological
notion of Western and Eastern systems of thought (Nisbett, 2003; Nisbett, Peng, Choi, &
Norenzayan, 2001). Western cultures, such as those in North America and Europe, are
heavily influenced by ancient Grecian cultures (Nisbett, 2003). According to Nisbett et al.
(2001), Westerners have a preference for analytic reasoning, which is an important heritage
of the ancient Greek philosophers. Westerners are believed “to focus on attributes of the
object to assign it to categories, and a preference for using rules about the categories to
explain and predict the object’s behavior” (p. 293). Eastern cultures, on the other hand, are
influenced by Taoism, and are located in Asia (e.g., China, Japan, or India). Easterners are
believed to have a preference for holistic thinking, which involves “an orientation to the
context or field as a whole, including attention to relationships between a focal object and the
field, and a preference for explaining and predicting events on the basis of such relationships” (Nisbett et al., 2001, p. 293).
Nisbett (2003) presents an overview of empirical research that consistently points to
cultural differences between Westerners and Easterners in areas such as perception, causal
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inference, the fundamental attribution error, and reasoning. In the area of reasoning, which
is in play when people judge claims and evidence, the study conducted by Norenzayan,
Smith, Kim, and Nisbett (2002, Study 3) is relevant. That study compared the acceptance of
claims similar to these two: “Germans are nice people” and “Poles are nice people.” Both
claims were supported by the same premise: “All Europeans are nice people.” Both Westerners (Americans) and Easterners (Koreans) considered Germans to be a more typical
instantiation of Europeans than Poles. For the Westerners, this difference in typicality did not
affect their acceptance of the claims. Easterners, however, were more inclined to accept the
claims when they contained typical rather than atypical instantiations.
The framework of systems of thought that compares Westerners with Easterners has a
parallel in argumentation studies, as Combs (2004) makes a similar distinction between these
two broad cultural groups when he compares the Western, Greco-Roman with the Eastern,
Daoist view on argumentation. The Greco-Roman tradition focuses on rationality, and on
discovering cause/effect relationships, principles, and objectivity. In the Daoist view, subjectivity is accepted because objectivity is considered impossible; this view concentrates on
understanding the interactions and connections that exist between all elements. This also
means that the role of argumentation is different: “Daoism includes a process view of
argumentation that is relational rather than adversarial. Disputants engage in argumentation
as a process of enlightenment, not to ascertain or test the grounds of particular truth claims”
(Combs, 2004, p. 69). This distinction does not mean, however, that there are no similarities
between the two views on argumentation. Eastern argumentation, for instance, has also been
concerned with questions about what constitutes good and bad reasoning (e.g., Gillon, 2008;
Tillemans, 2008).

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
A considerable body of research reports on the persuasiveness of evidence types (e.g.,
Allen & Preiss, 1997; Reinard, 1988; Reynolds & Reynolds, 2002), but this is based on
American and European studies only. In order to broaden insights into the persuasiveness
of evidence types, it is important to investigate this in an Eastern culture (cf. Allen & Preiss,
1997). Work on systems of thought (Nisbett, 2003; Nisbett et al., 2001) and argumentation
(Combs, 2004) emphasizing differences between Westerners and Easterners makes it all the
more relevant to explore how persuasive different evidence types are in an Eastern culture.
In this essay, India is taken as an example of an Eastern culture. Studies have empirically
demonstrated Indians to reason more holistically than Westerners (e.g., Miller, 1984; Monga
& John, 2007). It should be noted at the outset that India is not expected to be representative
for the overall group of Eastern cultures (cf. Jensen, 1992), because variations within Eastern
cultures exist (e.g., Hofstede, 2001; Varnum et al., 2008). Moreover, people’s social class has
also been shown to play a role in differences in cognition within a single country. In fact,
Knight and Nisbett (2007) demonstrated that working class Italians reasoned in a more
holistic way than middle class Italians in the southern part of Italy. In the present study,
therefore, only students were invited to participate in order to limit large variations in social
class. The choice for students in the present study is typical for evidence research: in the
studies reviewed in Hornikx (2005), more than 60% is based on student samples only. This
choice allows for a better comparison between the present study and earlier research
findings. If, for example, the persuasiveness of evidence were explored in rural India,
chances would be higher that evidence is perceived very differently than in Western
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studies— but such a result would be less meaningful as it might be attributed to social class and
levels of education in addition to culture. Finally, it should be noted that students are not
representative of the Indian population, as they have good mastery of the English language,
which is not typical of Indians given that 39% of the Indian population is illiterate (Central
Intelligence Agency, 2011). These issues will be commented on in the discussion.
This study compares the persuasiveness of different evidence types in India. Earlier
research compared anecdotal, statistical, causal, and expert evidence (e.g., Hoeken &
Hustinx, 2003; Hornikx & Hoeken, 2007). It should be noted that anecdotal evidence, which
was found to be the least persuasive, is related to the same type of argument as statistical
evidence, namely the argument by generalization. Both types of evidence use cases (one or
more) to support the probability of a claim. If one is to compare different types of evidence,
the comparison between statistical, causal, and expert evidence is more useful. The first
research question therefore is:
RQ1: Is there a difference between the persuasiveness of statistical, causal, and expert
evidence for students in India?
The case of statistical and anecdotal evidence is important, however, because it is related
to the quality of evidence. Statistical and anecdotal evidence are—respectively—normatively
strong and normatively weak evidence for the underlying argument by generalization.
Researchers have stressed the role of evidence quality for the persuasiveness of evidence
(e.g., Hoeken & Hustinx, 2007; Reynolds & Reynolds, 2002). The manipulations that were
used in studies for normatively strong and normatively weak evidence (e.g., Hoeken &
Hustinx, 2007; Hornikx & Hoeken, 2007, Study 2) are based on norms for reasonable
argumentation. These norms have been developed in Western countries, such as the United
States (e.g., Warnick & Inch, 1989), Canada (e.g., Walton, 1997), and the Netherlands (e.g.,
Schellens, 1985). It is therefore insightful to investigate how Easterners (here: Indians)
respond to variations in evidence quality based on these Western norms, and to find out
whether normatively strong evidence is also more persuasive than normatively weak evidence to Easterners:
RQ2: Is evidence that is normatively strong according to Western norms more persuasive than evidence that is normatively weak for students in India?

METHOD
Material
A pool of 50 descriptive claims from Hornikx and Hoeken (2007), in which the consequences of actions or measures were described, was checked by the Indian Alliance Business
Academy in Bangalore for suitability for the Indian society. In this first phase, a number of
claims were not considered suitable, such as “Keeping pets leads to better mental health in
the elderly.” In a second phase, the remaining set of 31 claims was reduced on the basis of
the claims’ probability. Evidence is not useful for highly probable claims (they are accepted
regardless of the evidence), nor for highly improbable claims (cf. Edwards & Smith, 1996).
In this phase, 12 claims were rated as moderately probable by six Indian students. This
finding was corroborated in the main experiment (N ⫽ 183): claims without evidence were
rated as moderately probable on a 5-point scale (M ⫽ 2.97, SD ⫽ 0.70). An example of a
claim used in the experiment is “Watching soaps reduces depression.” Table 1 contains a list
of all claims.
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TABLE 1.
LIST OF CLAIMS USED IN THE EXPERIMENT
Boys’ performance at school can be improved by putting them next to girls in class.
Playing slow music in supermarkets increases sales.
Listening to classical music helps students to absorb a lot of knowledge in a short period of time.
Wearing a tie too tightly leads to reduced sight.
People’s fear of flying can be decreased if they take part in a balloon flight.
If publicity agents watch cartoons that were popular in their youth, they will regain their creativity.
Playing computer games has a positive impact on people’s sense of direction.
Riding a bike over bad, bumpy roads promotes stronger bones.
A walk during lunch breaks leads to higher work productivity in the afternoon.
Watching soaps reduces depression.
The regular consumption of pizzas reduces the risk of cancer.
The use of a lightweight mouse and regular relaxation reduce the risk of RSI for people who often work
with computers for hours a day

For each of the 12 claims, different types of evidence were constructed. The operationalizations were inspired by Hoeken and Hustinx (2003, 2009) and by Hornikx and Hoeken
(2007). In the statistical evidence, a percentage indicated how many of the cases had
experienced the effect described in the claim. An example is “A study among 317 Indians
showed that for 82% of the people who watch soaps regularly, depression was reduced.” The
various instantiations of statistical evidence had sample sizes ranging from 138 to 467
(depending on the nature of the claim), and percentages ranging from 71% to 82%. For
expert evidence, the operationalization consisted of a professor repeating the actual claim,
such as in “According to Dr. Ramanathan from the University of Mumbai, a specialist in
media psychology, watching soaps reduces depression.” In India, university professors are
identified by the use of “Dr.”. Different expert names (e.g., Dr. Goenka) and universities (e.g.,
University of Chennai) were used for each instantiation. The universities where the data were
collected were not employed in the expert evidence operationalizations. Causal evidence,
finally, consisted of an explanation of the causal relationship that was described in the claim.
For the claim about soaps and depression, the causal evidence was “By regularly watching
the fictitious lives of others in soap series, people become better at putting their own
problems into perspective, which leads to them feeling less depressed.”
In order to compare normatively strong with normatively weak evidence (RQ2), two
comparisons were planned, one for the argument by generalization, and one for the
argument by authority. For the argument by generalization, the comparison between statistical and anecdotal evidence is relevant. Statistical evidence respects the norms of argument
by generalization if the number of cases in the evidence is large (which was the case in this
study), whereas anecdotal evidence, which does not respect the norm of large numbers, can
be considered normatively weak evidence (cf. Garssen, 1997). The operationalization of
anecdotal evidence consisted of an example of one person who had experienced the
consequence described in the claim. An example is “Since Sonali Khanna from Calangute
started watching soaps, she has felt less depressed.” For each instantiation, different names
(e.g., Venkatesh Gupta) and geographical locations (e.g., Manali) were used.
For the argument by authority, the quality of evidence depends on the expert’s credibility,
reliability, and relevance of the field of expertise in relation to the topic of the claim (cf.
Walton, 1997). In the example of expert evidence given above, the evidence is normatively
strong because the expert’s position ensures credibility and reliability, and because her or his
field of expertise (media psychology) is relevant to the topic of the claim. The normatively
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weak expert evidence was operationalized to be relatively weak, because the experts were still
professors but their fields of expertise were irrelevant to the claim. For the example above,
the normatively weak expert was a professor in physiotherapy.
In sum, for each of the claims, the following types of evidence were constructed: statistical
evidence, anecdotal evidence, causal evidence, normatively strong expert evidence, and
normatively weak expert evidence.
Participants
One hundred eighty-three students from two universities participated. In order to better
represent the country, one university was located in the northern part of India (New Delhi;
n ⫽ 140) and one in the southern part (Bangalore; n ⫽ 43). Students were on average 21.11
years old (SD ⫽ 2.78), with a range of 17 to 32. Most of the participants were female (60.1%).
As will be further explained in the design of the study, six versions of the material were
developed. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the six versions. The six groups
of participants did not differ in their mean age (F (5, 177) ⫽ 1.17, p ⫽ .31), or in the sex
distribution (2 (5) ⫽ 3.62, p ⫽ .61).
Instrumentation
The material was introduced as a study on social issues. The participants received 12
claims that were each followed by one type of evidence. Each set of a claim and evidence was
followed by a probability measure. Participants rated the claims’ probability on a 5-point
semantic differential (very improbable – very probable) after they had read a repetition of
the claim without evidence (cf. Hoeken & Hustinx, 2003, 2009; Hornikx & Hoeken, 2007).
The instrumentation also contained a check for the perceived expertise of the normatively
strong and normatively weak experts. For each expert, participants indicated their agreement with the claim that a given expert had enough expertise to make a judgment about the
particular claim he supported (5-point Likert scale).1 The manipulation of normatively strong
and normatively weak expert evidence was successful: professors with relevant fields of
expertise (M ⫽ 3.16, SD ⫽ 0.88) were considered having more expertise than professors with
irrelevant fields of expertise (M ⫽ 2.92, SD ⫽ 0.93; F (1, 179) ⫽ 9.47, p ⬍ .01, 2 ⫽ .05). The
questionnaire ended with questions about participants’ demographics: age, sex, nationality,
and current education.
Design
The design of this study follows those of Hoeken and Hustinx (2003, 2009). The experiment had a within-subjects design: participants judged all types of evidence, and normatively strong as well as normatively weak evidence. Each participant received the 12 claims
in the same order: two claims were supported by statistical evidence, two claims by
normatively strong expert evidence, two claims by normatively weak expert evidence, two
1
The use of single-item instruments is generally seen as a limitation (but see Bergkvist & Rossiter, 2007). For the
probability measure, Hoeken and Hustinx (2003) used three items in their pretest (␣ ⫽ .89), but noticed irritation
among their participants who had to rate their probability judgments three times for a large number of claims.
Therefore, one of the three items was selected here (cf. Hornikx & Hoeken, 2007): very improbable – very probable.
For the expertise measure, the single item was used for four experts, so expertise was in fact measured using four items
(cf. Hornikx & Hoeken, 2007). Moreover, if the object is concrete (here: the person who was described) and the
attribute is concrete (here: expertise), multiple items are considered unnecessary (Rossiter, 2002).
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TABLE 2.
THE PERSUASIVENESS OF TYPES OF EVIDENCE COMPARED TO CLAIMS
WITHOUT EVIDENCE
Persuasiveness
Evidence type

M

SD

Claims Without Evidence
Statistical Evidence
Expert Evidence
Causal Evidence

2.97
⫹0.24
⫹0.19
⫹0.18

0.70
0.91
0.89
0.92

claims by causal evidence, two claims by anecdotal evidence, and two claims without
evidence. There were six versions of the material, which differed in the way in which the
evidence types were connected to the 12 claims. A Latin square design ensured that, all
versions taken together, a claim was supported by all six types of evidence. For instance, the
first claim was followed by anecdotal evidence in version 1, by statistical evidence in version
2, by causal evidence in version 3, by normatively strong expert evidence in version 4, by
normatively weak expert evidence in version 5, and by no evidence in version 6.
One type of evidence was the no-evidence condition where participants only received a
claim (cf. Hoeken & Hustinx, 2003, 2009). This control condition was used as a baseline to
compute the persuasiveness of evidence. For each claim, an average probability score was
computed when it was not supported by evidence. This was the baseline score (e.g., 3.05 on
a 5-point scale). Next, for each probability score of a given claim with evidence (e.g., 3.25),
this baseline score was subtracted, resulting in a persuasiveness score for evidence alone (e.g.,
3.25 – 3.05 ⫽ 0.20). The resulting difference score is the net effect of providing evidence in
support of the claim. As indicated above, claims without evidence received an average score
of M ⫽ 2.97 (SD ⫽ 0.70).
Procedure
Students were recruited at different locations on university campuses in New Delhi and
Bangalore. Participation was voluntary. After the questionnaires had been collected, the
research purpose was revealed, and participants were thanked for their cooperation. There
were no disturbances during the experiment.
The analysis of the persuasiveness of evidence types and evidence quality is based on the
computed difference scores (cf. Hoeken & Hustinx, 2003, 2009). These scores indicate how
much of a difference adding evidence in support of a given claim makes in comparison with
that claim without evidence. A positive score implies that evidence makes claims more
persuasive, and a score of 0.00 implies that claims with evidence are as persuasive as claims
without evidence.

RESULTS
Table 2 shows the mean persuasiveness of statistical, causal, and expert evidence. In order
to address RQ1, the persuasiveness of these types of evidence was compared. An analysis of
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TABLE 3.
THE PERSUASIVENESS OF EVIDENCE QUALITY IN FUNCTION OF TYPE OF ARGUMENT
COMPARED TO CLAIMS WITHOUT EVIDENCE

Evidence Quality
Claims Without Evidence
Strong
Weak

Persuasiveness

Type of Argument
(Evidence)

M

SD

Generalization (Statistical)
Authority (Expert)
Generalization (Anecdotal)
Authority (Expert)

2.97
⫹0.24
⫹0.19
⫹0.05
⫹0.04

0.70
0.91
0.89
0.90
0.86

variance showed that there was no main effect of evidence type on persuasiveness (F (2,
181) ⬍ 1). Statistical, causal, and expert evidence were equally persuasive.2
The second research question addressed the difference between normatively strong and
normatively weak evidence. RQ2 was answered positively: there was a main effect of
evidence quality on persuasiveness (F (1, 182) ⫽ 7.53, p ⬍ .001, 2 ⫽ .04). Normatively
strong evidence (M ⫽ 0.22, SD ⫽ 0.65) was found to be more persuasive than normatively
weak evidence (M ⫽ 0.04, SD ⫽ 0.67). This main effect was not qualified by an interaction
between evidence quality and type of argument (argument by generalization, argument by
authority): F (1, 182) ⬍ 1. Table 3 gives the persuasiveness scores for strong and weak
evidence in function of type of argument.

CONCLUSION

AND

DISCUSSION

Empirical research on the persuasiveness of evidence types has so far been limited to
American and European participants. The present study is the first exploration of the
persuasiveness of evidence types and evidence quality for Eastern participants. Results show
no statistically significant differences between statistical, causal, and expert evidence in India
(RQ1). This pattern of the relative persuasiveness of the three types of evidence resembles
findings found in similar Western studies (Hoeken & Hustinx, 2003; Hornikx & Hoeken,
2007).
The present study also investigated whether Indians were sensitive to variations in
evidence quality based on Western norms for reasonable argumentation (RQ2). Results
show that the Indian participants are more persuaded by normatively strong than by
normatively weak evidence: normatively strong expert evidence was more persuasive than
normatively weak expert evidence, and statistical evidence was more persuasive than
anecdotal evidence. Studies with Westerners have also shown that normatively strong
evidence can be more persuasive than normatively weak evidence (Hoeken & Hustinx,
2007, 2009, Study 3; Hornikx & Hoeken, 2007, Study 2), and—more specifically—that
statistical evidence is more persuasive than anecdotal evidence (cf. Allen & Preiss, 1997). The
finding that the Indian participants are sensitive to variations in evidence quality does not
necessarily imply that they have the same norms for strong evidence as Americans or
Europeans. For instance, if statistical evidence is more persuasive than anecdotal evidence,
this can be attributed to the criterion of sample size, but—alternatively—also to a possible
2
Statistical power to detect differences between pairs of evidence types was larger than .995 for large (d ⫽ .80) and
medium effect sizes (d ⫽ .50), and about .85 for a small effect size (d ⫽ .20). Effect sizes were computed on the basis
of Cohen (1988) with a correction for within-subject designs following Aron and Aron (1997).
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preference for statistical information. In order to determine what norms Indians have for
strong evidence, future research should assess participants’ cognitive responses, i.e., the
thoughts that participants write down after having read claims with evidence. Researchers
typically analyze the number of thoughts and the valence of the thoughts. The measurement
of cognitive responses could be very useful in evidence research (Allen et al., 2000), in
particular when researchers would also examine whether the responses reflect the application of the norms associated with normatively strong and normatively weak evidence, such
as the norm of a large sample of cases. Such a study would deepen our insights into what
constitutes persuasive evidence in India.
The Present Study Compared to Western Studies on Evidence
As the present study is the first to have explored the persuasiveness of evidence in a
culture that is very different from cultures involved in earlier studies (US, Europe), it is
interesting to examine how these results relate to earlier findings. In view of the fact that
studies have demonstrated differences in the evaluation of persuasive evidence types between European countries (Hornikx & Hoeken, 2007), it would not be surprising if the
current results diverged from those of Western studies. In light of the sharp distinction made
in psychology (Nisbett, 2003; Nisbett et al., 2001) and argumentation (Combs, 2004)
between the Eastern and Western views on reasoning and argumentation, the similarity
between the present findings and earlier, Western research on evidence may be regarded as
striking. However, it is believed that the choice to study students and to study India may, at
least partly, explain this similarity. In the first place, the participants in this sample resemble
participants from earlier studies in a number of ways, namely level of education, age, social
class, and literacy. Indian students are likely to be more similar to American, German, or
Italian students than a representative sample of Indians is to representative samples of
Americans, Germans, or Italians. In the second place, the Indian culture has not only been
formed by Asian systems of thought (see Nisbett, 2003), but—much more recently— has also
been influenced by the British colonization. With the imposed British educational system, it
is likely that, to some degree, a Western system of thought has found its way in the Indian
society. It is, of course, impossible to determine how each of these two influences may have
affected the present results.
The implication of the present study is that Indian students seem to perceive the persuasiveness of evidence types and evidence quality in ways comparable to Western students.
The similar findings may put culture and evidence more prominently on the research
agenda. The present study may further stimulate the discussion about the role that Eastern
and Western systems of thought play in argumentation (cf. Siegel, 1999; Tillemans, 2008).
This study is exploratory, and its findings cannot be translated to samples other than
students, and to Eastern cultures other than India. Nevertheless, it constitutes a first step in
examining the persuasiveness of evidence in an Eastern culture. In order to gain more
insights into the persuasiveness of evidence types and evidence quality in Eastern cultures,
future research should consider other cultures, and other samples. When it comes to other
cultures, it should be stressed, again, that India is taken as an example of an Eastern culture.
Just as the United States is not representative of Western cultures, India is not representative
of Eastern cultures (cf. Jensen, 1992). If differences in persuasive evidence can be detected
between Western cultures which are as geographically close as France and the Netherlands
(Hornikx & Hoeken, 2007), the present Indian results can obviously not predict results in,
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say, Thailand or Japan. If the aim is to examine how persuasive evidence is in Eastern
cultures, research in different Eastern cultures should be conducted before conclusions can
possibly be drawn about persuasive evidence for Easterners. If the aim is to examine how
persuasive evidence is in a specific Eastern culture, for example India, future research should
examine samples other than student samples. These samples together may allow for results
that can be generalized to the level of a specific culture. Finally, although the present study
used a multiple message design that allows for better generalization than single message
designs (e.g., Jackson, 1992), it still is one study with one operationalization of evidence types
and evidence quality. Other claims and other operationalizations of evidence types should
be considered in future studies.
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