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	Introduction

	You have almost certainly encountered some of the following ideas. People are either visual, auditory, or kinaesthetic learners, and learn best when taught in their preferred style. Willpower works like a muscle and runs out with use. Standing in a confident posture for two minutes can change your hormones and improve performance. Dopamine is the brain's pleasure chemical. Grief follows five stages which people move through in sequence.

	These ideas appear in books, articles, workplace training, therapy, and everyday conversation. They are often presented as findings from psychology. They sound plausible. Many of them are repeated by intelligent people.

	Some of them are supported by evidence. Some contain real insight that has been stretched beyond what the research can support. Some simplify complex findings to the point of distortion. And some have no basis in evidence at all. Many people cannot reliably tell which is which.

	In 2011, a paper published in one of psychology's most respected journals reported something remarkable. Its author was Daryl Bem, a Cornell University professor with decades of credible research behind him.

	The paper appeared to suggest that people could sense future events. In one experiment, participants were given a list of words to recall from memory. Only after the recall test did the computer randomly select a subset of those words for them to study. Yet participants remembered the words they were about to study better than the ones they were not, as if the future study session had helped them improve earlier recall.

	In another experiment, participants were shown two curtains on a screen and asked to choose one. After they clicked, the computer randomly assigned an erotic image to appear behind one of the two curtains. Participants were slightly more likely to choose the curtain that would later conceal the image, as if they had sensed what was coming before it had been randomly assigned.

	The effects were small but consistent across multiple experiments. The paper was assessed and approved by independent expert reviewers before publication in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, one of the field's flagship outlets. This vetting process, known as peer review, is the main quality filter in academic publishing. The findings were very likely wrong. And it passed peer review anyway.

	Independent attempts to replicate Bem's findings failed. Ritchie, Wiseman and French (2012) reported three unsuccessful replication attempts, and Galak, LeBoeuf, Nelson and Simmons (2012) reported further failures across multiple experiments in the same journal that had published the original paper. This became a catalyst. Researchers in psychology began systematically trying to reproduce published findings. In 2015, the Reproducibility Project attempted to replicate 100 published psychology studies. Fewer than 40 per cent produced statistically significant results consistent with the original. This period became known as the replication crisis. It exposed weaknesses in older methods and incentives that had allowed too many fragile findings to be treated as established. This is not just a story about academic research. It is a story about ideas that had already escaped into the real world.

	Some findings that later failed to replicate had already shaped how people think and act. They had influenced workplace advice, appeared in business books and consultancy frameworks, and become staples of conference talks and leadership training.

	By the time the evidence changed, the ideas had already spread. They were being taught, applied, and repeated by people who had no reason to question them.

	This does not mean that psychology is broken. It has produced some of the most useful insights we have about how people think and behave. Research on memory is well-established and often surprising. Work on judgement under uncertainty has produced findings that are both reliable and useful. The science of learning, when separated from popular interpretations, contains results that could change how people study and teach.

	The problem is not the science. The problem is the gap between what the science shows and what circulates under its name. Studies become stories. Findings become rules. Conditions and caveats get dropped along the way, and by the time an idea reaches a book, a podcast, or a social post, it often bears only a passing resemblance to what the research actually showed.

	That gap is wide, and it continues to grow. It is not mainly caused by poor research. It is driven by how ideas are communicated and rewarded.

	A finding that is complex, limited, and dependent on context is hard to explain. It does not reduce easily to a simple rule. It does not make good short-form content. A finding that has been simplified, stretched, and presented as broadly true is easier to remember and easier to share.

	Publishers reward simple, optimistic claims with advances and shelf space. The media rewards them with airtime. Social media rewards them with reach. The speaking circuit rewards them with bookings. At each step in the chain from research to audience, there is pressure to make ideas sound more certain, more general, and more useful than they really are. The result is not always deliberate misrepresentation. It is what happens when the incentives around an idea have nothing to do with its accuracy.

	The outcome is a body of popular psychology that mixes strong evidence, partial truths, and unsupported claims. Some ideas are reliable. Some are real but overstated. Some are useful but oversimplified. And some should not be relied on at all. This book is a guide to telling the difference.


How to Read This Book

	Each concept examined in this book receives one of four verdicts. The classification is applied consistently, so that you always know where a claim stands and how much confidence to place in it before deciding whether to use it, share it, or believe it.

	Has Evidence

	The finding has been replicated and the effect is large enough to matter in practice. The concept does what it claims, within specific conditions. You can rely on it when used correctly.

	Overstated

	A real effect is present, but the popular version exaggerates its size, scope, or how widely it applies. Use with caution. The effect is smaller or narrower than it is often presented.

	Oversimplified

	The concept captures something real, but the common version leaves out important conditions or limits. Useful as a starting point, but incomplete on its own.

	No Evidence

	The claim has failed to replicate, has been shown to be false, or never had credible support to begin with. In some cases, weak or preliminary findings exist but no robust evidence supports the popular version of the claim. By the time it reached you, it had probably already become a story that began, ‘Studies show...’. Do not rely on it as a factual claim.

	These categories are not a measure of usefulness. Several ideas classified as overstated or oversimplified describe real phenomena and can still be helpful if their limitations are understood. Knowing that a concept is oversimplified does not mean we must discard it. It means using it with the right level of confidence.

	Equally, the absence of evidence for a particular claim is not a statement that the underlying experience does not exist. Some of the experiences described in popular psychology are real. What is not always supported is the specific mechanism, sequence, or scale that the popular version claims.

	The purpose of this framework is not to promote scepticism for its own sake. It is to help you distinguish between claims that are well supported, claims that are partly right, and claims that should not be relied on at all.

	The verdicts reflect the balance of evidence at the time of writing. Each entry is brief by design. It gives a sense of where the evidence stands, but does not act as a substitute for the original research. References, a glossary of technical terms, and a practical framework for evaluating psychology claims are provided at the back.

	 

	Note that the bonus content on popular ideas around sex, pornography, kink and fetish, and what the studies show is available at ninamack.com/bonus. Scan the QR code to go there.
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	How Evidence Works

	A small number of principles account for most of the difference between findings that are reliable and those that are not.

	Replication, getting the same result again when the study is repeated, is important. A single study shows what happened once, with one sample, under one set of conditions. It does not establish that a finding is real. When a result is replicated by independent researchers using different samples and methods, confidence in the effect increases. When it fails to replicate, confidence decreases.

	Sample size, the number of people studied in a piece of research, matters because many psychological effects are small. Small samples produce unstable results and are more likely to generate findings that do not hold up when tested again. A study of a few dozen participants drawn from a single population can only support limited conclusions.

	Statistical significance, the threshold used to judge whether a result is likely to reflect a real effect rather than random chance, is another principle worth understanding. When a finding clears this threshold, it is described as statistically significant.

	Effect size is a separate question: it measures how large the effect actually is. A relationship can be detectable in the data and statistically significant while being too small to make any difference in real life. This distinction is often lost when findings are communicated outside academic settings. A result can be real and still not be useful.

	Peer review, as the Bem example showed, is a quality check but not a guarantee of accuracy. Reviewers examine the methods, the analysis, and the conclusions, and recommend whether the work should be published. They do not repeat the study or verify the data. A finding can pass that process and still be wrong.

	Meta-analyses and systematic reviews, which combine the results of multiple studies and often assess their quality, provide a more reliable picture of an effect than a single study alone. They are generally more informative than individual studies, particularly in fields where results vary across different contexts.

	Preregistration means researchers publicly commit to exactly what they are going to test, and how, before they collect a single data point. This prevents two common forms of distortion.

	The first is p-hacking: running many different analyses until one produces a result that clears the threshold for statistical significance, then reporting only that one.

	The second is HARKing, which stands for Hypothesising After Results are Known: presenting a finding as though it was predicted in advance when it was actually spotted after the fact. Both practices can make a chance result look like a genuine discovery. Preregistration makes them much harder to do without anyone noticing. Studies that are preregistered tend to produce smaller effects than those that are not. This is not because preregistration makes research worse. It is because it makes it harder to inflate.

	None of this requires specialist training. It requires the habit of asking a small number of consistent questions. How large was the study? Has the finding been replicated? What is the size of the effect in practical terms? Has the popular version of the claim drifted from what the original research actually showed? These are the questions that guide every verdict in this book.

	
The Self

	This section covers the core processes that shape how people think, remember, learn, and feel. Several of the most familiar ideas in popular psychology live here, and not all of them survive close examination.

	Judgement looks at the mental shortcuts people use to form beliefs and make decisions, the errors those shortcuts produce, and when judgement becomes more or less reliable.

	Memory examines what memory actually is and how it works, and what decades of research say about the popular model of memory as a reliable recording.

	Learning covers what the evidence shows about how people actually improve and retain information. Some of the most popular ideas in this area lack support; some of the least fashionable have the strongest evidence.

	Emotion explores how emotions work, how they interact with decisions, and where popular accounts of the underlying mechanisms go wrong.

	Mindset examines how beliefs about ability, potential, and change shape behaviour, and whether the practices built around them do what they claim.

	
Judgement

	Confirmation Bias

	Confirmation bias is the tendency to seek out information that supports what we already think, pay more attention to it, and remember it better than anything that challenges those thoughts. It is cited as the reason people cannot be argued out of their beliefs, why reading different news sources rarely changes minds, and why intelligent people can look at the same evidence and reach completely different conclusions. 

	Commonly used examples are a manager who only consults people who agree with him, a clinician who focuses on findings that fit her initial diagnosis, or a hiring manager who asks easier questions because of a positive first impression.

	Verdict: Has Evidence

	What the Studies Show

	Confirmation bias is a widely demonstrated finding in cognitive psychology, observed across laboratory tasks, clinical judgement, and applied decision-making contexts. Peter Wason's work in the 1960s showed that people tend to seek evidence that confirms a hypothesis rather than evidence that could disprove it. 

	The effect is not limited to low-ability thinkers. In some contexts, intelligent people can show it more strongly because they are better at constructing justifications for conclusions they have already reached. People often reason more accurately when logical problems are framed as social rules rather than abstract propositions.

	How to Use it

	Use it when someone is actively seeking out, favouring, or remembering information that supports existing beliefs while discounting evidence that challenges them. A viewer who only watches news channels matching their politics and dismisses everything else as biased is a clearer example than someone who simply holds strong opinions. It is most relevant in high-stakes settings like hiring or diagnosis.

	Cognitive Distortions

	Cognitive distortions are habitual thinking patterns that are said to systematically skew how people interpret events, leading to negative emotional responses that are out of proportion to the situation. Common cognitive distortions include catastrophising, where the worst possible outcome is assumed; black-and-white thinking, which allows no middle ground; mind-reading, where someone assumes they know what others think of them; and personalisation, where unrelated events are taken as personal criticism. The idea is that identifying and challenging these patterns is the key to improving emotional wellbeing. It is often cited in therapy, self-help, and mental health content as the mechanism behind anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem. 

	Commonly used examples are a therapist helping a client identify black-and-white thinking in a relationship conflict, a self-help book listing cognitive distortions and exercises to challenge them, or someone who is told they are mind-reading when they assume a colleague dislikes them.

	Verdict: Oversimplified

	What the Studies Show

	The cognitive model developed by Beck et al. (1979) has a substantial evidence base in the treatment of depression and anxiety. Cognitive behavioural therapy, which targets distorted thinking patterns, is one of the most rigorously researched psychological treatments available and produces reliable effects across a range of conditions. 

	What is oversimplified is the popular version, which presents cognitive distortions as discrete, universal categories with clear boundaries that anyone can identify and correct in themselves. In practice, what counts as a distortion depends heavily on context: someone who assumes others think badly of them may be catastrophising
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