CORBIS

Social psychologists identified
‘priming’: the idea that exposure to
an external stimulus brings certain
thoughts to people’s minds

T

he news in autumn 2011 that Diederik
Stapel, the highly respected Dutch social
psychologist, had committed scientific
fraud on a huge scale came as a shattering
blow to the international community of
social psychologists.
A recipient of scientific awards from major
associations in Europe and the US, Stapel had
enjoyed a meteoric rise within our profession.
Awarded the social psychology chair at the
University of Groningen in 2000, only three
years after earning his doctorate, he then moved
to Tilburg University, where he became dean of
the School of Social and Behavioural Sciences
(and a regular tennis partner of the rector).
As he was famous well beyond his field
for publishing papers purporting to show,
for example, that the presence of wine glasses
improves table manners, that messy environ
ments promote discrimination and that meat
eaters are more antisocial than vegetarians,
the international media lapped up stories of
his spectacular fall from grace. He was
suspended and later dismissed by Tilburg.
In his autobiography, Ontsporing (Derailment), published at the end of 2012, Stapel
admits to committing fraud from the beginning
of his career, moving from minor data falsifi
cation to outright fabrication over the years.
Last November’s joint report by the investi
gating committees established by all three of
Stapel’s former institutions (http://tinyurl.com/
b4jhbxd) identified 55 articles as fraudulent,
47 of which have so far been retracted. That
puts Stapel into the top tier of serial fraud
sters, but still far below the present record
holder for fraudulent articles, Japanese anaes
thesiologist Yoshitaka Fujii (see table right).
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The committees identified numerous
flaws in Stapel’s research, ranging from poor
statistical methods to incorrect and incomplete
descriptions of the way a study had been
conducted and data had been collected. The
report acknowledges that since Stapel’s publi
cations “do not constitute a random sample
of social psychological publications”, it “goes
without saying that the committees are not
suggesting that unsound research practices
are commonplace in social psychology”.
Just as well, you might think, since none of
the committee members has any background
in social psychology. Yet, a few pages later,
the report makes an about-turn, saying that
a “byproduct” of the committees’ inquiries is
the conclusion that “there are certain aspects
of the discipline that should be deemed unde
sirable or even incorrect from the perspectives
of academic standards and scientific integrity”.
The Stapel affair has been particularly
damaging because it occurred during a
precarious period for social psychology. With
the exception of cognitive dissonance theory,
our discipline has been known mostly for
supporting uncontroversial theories. But things
changed dramatically towards the end of the
20th century with the rediscovery (the notion
had already struck Freud and the behaviour
ists) that people can be influenced by stimuli in
their environment without being aware of it.
Empirical exploration of these phenomena
by cognitive social psychologists resulted
in numerous counter-intuitive findings. For
instance, consumers bought more French than
German wines after French music was played
in a supermarket. Repeated 20-millisecond
exposures to the words “Lipton Ice” increased

the frequency with which that brand was
preferred to other soft drinks subsequently –
even though 20 milliseconds is too short
a period to recognise the name consciously.
And most startlingly, exposing people to
words related to elderly people made them
walk more slowly when they left the site
where the experiment was conducted.
Social psychologists attribute all such
effects to “priming” or increased “cognitive
accessibility”: the idea that exposure to an
external stimulus brings certain thoughts to
the top of people’s minds. Thus, French music
is likely to create in some shoppers warm feel
ings about France; exposure to “Lipton Ice”
brings the brand closer to conscious attention;
and words related to the elderly trigger the
stereotype of old people, and since walking
slowly is part of that stereotype, this uncon
sciously influences people’s walking speed.

A

lthough there are hundreds of studies
demonstrating such behaviour-priming
effects, such findings were so counter-
intuitive that they were met with a great deal
of disbelief, particularly among cognitive
psychologists. This was ironic because it was
they who had originally developed the concept
of priming. But whereas these asocial cognitive
psychologists studied priming in darkened
labs, protected against any possibility of social
factors influencing their effects, cognitive
social psychologists used their methods and
theories to study priming effects on behaviour.
And whereas the press often reported the
findings of cognitive social psychologists,
reporters were less interested in the work of
their non-social colleagues. (This division of

labour is reminiscent of H. G. Wells’ novel
The Time Machine, except that in our world
it is the Eloi who feed on the Morlocks.)
Having used priming exclusively to test
hypotheses about associative memory, cogni
tive psychologists could not believe either that
priming could have such a pervasive influence
on behaviour or that people were not aware
of this influence. They therefore searched for
alternative ways to explain the findings.
It is important to note that these doubts
concerned the unconscious influence of envir
onmental primes on behaviour, which is only
a relatively small subfield of “social priming”.
The majority of priming research in social
psychology focuses on the impact of primes
on social judgements such as traits or stereo
typical judgements, and this research has not
come under critique. But the doubts resulted in
numerous articles (read mostly by other cogni
tive psychologists) about criteria to decide
when subliminal stimuli were really subliminal.
The discussion became more heated when
several articles were published by methodolo
gists about “questionable” research practices
in psychology. They are “questionable”
because they are in a grey zone between proper
and improper methodology, ranging from fail
ing to report an outcome measure because it
did not show any effect to presenting a biased
review of the literature, focusing only on
supportive evidence. Use of such methodology
is suspected of increasing the likelihood that
findings appear to support a hypothesis even
though this is not the case (“false positives”).
When looking for evidence of such practices
in social psychology, Uri Simonsohn, associate
professor at the Wharton School, University

ROTTEN APPLES, OTHER BARRELS: HIGH-PROFILE FRAUD ACROSS SCIENTIFIC DISCIPLINES
Researcher

Discipline

Affiliation

Number
of articles
based on
falsification

Mode of
discovery

Year of
discovery

Yoshitaka Fujii

Medicine

Toho University,
Japan

193

Outside
researchers

2012

Friedhelm
Herrmann and
Marion Brach

Medicine

Max Delbrück
Centrum,
Germany

94

Whistleblower

1997

Joachim Boldt

Medicine

University of
Giessen, Germany

88

Outside
researcher

2010

John Darsee

Medicine

Emory and
Harvard
universities, US

82

Seen falsifying

1981

Hua Zhong
and Tao Liu

Chemistry

Jinggangshan
University, China

70

Outside
researcher

2010

Robert Slutsky

Medicine

University of
California,
San Diego, US

68

Referee in
promotion case

1987

Diederik Stapel

Social
psychology

Tilburg University,
Netherlands

55

Whistleblower

2011

Scott Reuben

Medicine

Tufts University,
US

21

Routine audit

2009

Jan Hendrik
Schön

Physics

Bell Laboratories,
US

29

Outside
researchers

2002

Jon Sudbø

Medicine

University of Oslo,
Norway

16

Outside
researchers

2007

Source: “Scientific misconduct and the myth of self-correction in science” by W. Stroebe, T. Postmes and R. Spears
(Perspectives on Psychological Science, 2012)
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