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Abstract

This chapter focuses on the problem of academic misinformation, which
we define as confidently expressing something that someone considers
important is true when it is actually false. To help distinguish truth
from misinformation, we present a perspective regarding when pub-
lished academic literature can be viewed as establishing scientific facts.
We then use this perspective to identify and describe five reasons that
claims appearing in the published literature can fail to constitute sci-
entific facts: the Replication Crisis, allegiance biases, use of persuasive
communication devices, propaganda scholarship and social pressure,
including but not restricted to censorship, to present or not present
some research or conclusion. We also identify specific examples illus-
trating manifestations of these sources of academic misinformation. We
end by concluding that, if plummeting public confidence in academia
is to be reversed, academics will need to do more to combat their own
production of misinformation.

Misinformation has become a hot topic in both scholarship and the media.
A search for “misinformation” on Google Scholar yielded over 500,000 hits.
A regular Google search yielded over 190 million hits. A recent review of sci-
entific misinformation (West & Bergstrom, 2021) opened with this extraordi-
nary claim, “Misinformation has reached crisis proportions.” In the present
chapter, we review the bases for believing that too much of the academic
psychology literature itself constitutes misinformation.
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Consider claims ranging from absurd to simply wrong readily found in a
famous, highly-cited paper. Jost et al. (2003) claimed that:

e Khruschev and Castro (and also Stalin, see their footnote 4) “may be con-
sidered politically conservative” because they defended the far left com-
munist systems that they led (p. 343).

e Conservatives are less happy than liberals (there is overwhelming evidence
supporting the opposite, e.g., Burton et al., 2015).

e Conservatives “rationalize” equality (although they reviewed several theo-
ries suggesting such rationalization takes place, none provided direct evi-
dence for rationalization).

e Conservatives’ beliefs are more distorted and biased than those of liberals
(a claim now falsified by a vast literature — Ditto et al., 2019).

To better understand academic misinformation, this chapter is divided into
two main sections. First, we discuss how to define misinformation and several
of its common manifestations. We define “scientific fact” because, to distin-
guish misinformation from a fact, it helps to know what a fact is and when to
believe that a social scientific empirical literature has established something
previously unknown to be a fact (see also Fiedler; Forgas; Goel, this volume).
The second major section reviews manifestations of academic misinforma-
tion: the Replication Crisis, allegiance biases, use of persuasive communica-
tion devices to hype research, propaganda masquerading as scholarship and
social pressure to make or avoid certain claims.

What Is Misinformation?

Academic articles are filled with unduly complicated definitions of the term,
when, in fact, it is quite simple: misinformation is a claim that is wrong. As
such, the moral panic over misinformation is plausibly viewed as bizarre,
given that humans have surely been getting at least some things wrong since
the origin of the species. However, even we believe there is a little more to the
term than mere wrongness, which we elucidate by contrasting misinforma-
tion with valid information.

Valid Information

Whole books have been written about validity, epistemology, logic, infer-
ence, induction, deduction, etc. We ignore all that. Instead, we employ the
Trivial Account of Truth developed by philosopher Michael Huemer (2022)
in a wonderful essay titled “The Appeal of Absurd Theories of Truth.” This
is how he describes the Trivial Account of Truth:

Sometimes people say things. When you say things, sometimes stuff is the
way that you say it is. Other times, it isn’t. When stuff is the way that you



Academic Misinformation and False Beliefs 173

say it is, we call your statements “true”. When stuff is not the way that
you say it is, we call your statements “false”. For instance, if you say that
all cats are green, then your statement is “true” if and only if all cats are
green. That’s it. I told you it was a simple and basic concept.

Huemer’s Trivial Account of Truth only defines truth; it says nothing about
how anyone, including scientists, can, do or should go about figuring out
what is and is not true. We address these issues later in this chapter.

Misinformation

In this context, misinformation occurs when stuff is not the way someone
says it is. Perhaps this is why Albarracin & Samayoa (this volume) consider
any false belief to be misinformation. Our view is somewhat different., The
psychology of the use of the term, “misinformation,” usually implies more
than that. We doubt most people would refer to trivial errors or semantic
confusions as misinformation. If someone tells you that you can watch a
sporting event on TV at 7 pm, and it’s not on till 8 pm, we are pretty sure
hardly anyone would label this “misinformation” because it is too trivial. So
misinformation has to be about something considered important (and this
can be different for different people). Similarly, there is a communications
component to misinformation — one cannot identify or label something as
misinformation if the error stays inside a single person’s mind and is never
expressed. To count as misinformation, the idea must be expressed to at least
one other person, wrong and deemed important. Last, there is usually an
arrogance or certainty component of misinformation. Duly qualified proc-
lamations (e.g., those prefaced with “perhaps” or “maybe,” those clearly
flagged as predictions, guesses or speculation) are not likely to be seen as
misinformation.

Combining these ideas, our definition of misinformation is: The confident
expression as true of something that someone considers important when it is
actually false, dubious, unclear or unknown.

What Are Scientific Facts?

How can one determine whether a scientific claim has become so well-
established that it can be treated as a fact? One must address this question
because misinformation sometimes involves claiming something is a fact
when it is not. Thus, to identify misinformation, one needs to distinguish
facts from nonfacts. When the claim or assumption that something is a fact is
based on social science studies, and it is not, in fact, a fact, we have academic
misinformation. Even claims that emerge from social science that are widely
considered to be “facts” are often misinformation (see also chapters Fiedler;
Forgas; Dunning; Sutton et al.; this volume).
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Something is not a fact just because it is presented as such in a peer-reviewed
publication or by a scientist stating so on mass or social media. The definition
of scientific fact provided by Stephen Jay Gould (1981) provides a standard
for evaluating whether something is a scientific fact: “In science, ‘fact’ can
only mean ‘confirmed to such a degree that it would be perverse to withhold
provisional assent.” This is worth unpacking in reverse order. “Provisional
assent” means that scientific claims should be revised when clear and strong
evidence is produced overturning some “established” conclusion. But this
is usually quite difficult because when there is abundant evidence for some
claim, withholding provisional assent is perverse. “Perverse” in this context
means rigidly dogmatically clinging to a belief when there is a mountain of
evidence demonstrating otherwise. It is, in the twenty-first century, perverse
to believe that the Earth is flat.

We rely on Gould’s definition in this chapter as a guidepost to distinguish-
ing scientific facts from misinformation. However, we also articulated this
corollary in a previous volume in this series (Jussim, Stevens, et al., 2019,
p. 281): “Anything not so well established that it would not be perverse to
withhold provisional assent is n#ot an established scientific fact.” The cor-
ollary is particularly useful for identifying academic misinformation (fact
claims with evidence insufficient to establish a scientific fact in the Gouldian
sense) and we use it throughout this chapter. As such, it is both consistent
with perspectives arguing that all scientific “facts” are, in principle, disput-
able and its concomitant call for epistemic pluralism (Fiedler, this volume),
while, at the same time, identifying a standard for considering some sci-
entific findings to be facts (when there is so much evidence that it would
be perverse to believe otherwise). It also permits escape from the types of
delusional beliefs addressed by Dunbar; French; Forgas (this volume). Our
corollary also means that the vast number of scientific studies on paranor-
mal phenomena need not be interpreted as demonstrating such phenomena
actually exist (despite the number of studies),= because so many seeming
demonstrations of paranormal phenomena have been debunked, failed to
replicate or demonstrated to arise from alternative non-paranormal sources
(French, this volume); put differently, it remains very much no# perverse to
believe otherwise.

Different Types of Inaccurate Claims in Scholarship

A claim (including claims by scientists in peer-reviewed publications or
elsewhere) can be inaccurate in several ways. It can be outright false, when
there are ample logical or empirical reasons to know that the claim is false.
Claiming that the implicit association test measures discrimination is false (it
measures reaction times). We also consider claims inaccurate when they are
unjustified by evidence. Unjustified scientific claims occur when a truth-claim
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is made in a scientific context (journal article, chapter, research talk, poster,
etc.):

e without presenting or citing any evidence

e citing a source that also makes the claim but presents no evidence for it

e citing a source that presents evidence that does not bear on that truth-claim

e citing a source that presents evidence that it claims as support, but the
evidence fails to actually support it (by virtue of low rigor, measures of
dubious validity, failure to rule out alternative explanations, etc.).

For example, claiming that planets other than Earth have life on them is not
known to be false because it is possible. But, at present, there is no conclusive
evidence that other planets actually have life on them. Whereas speculating
about the possibility of life on other planets is reasonable, claiming (or imply-
ing) that it is a scientific fact that there is life on other planets is unjustified.
Thus, it is also misinformation.

Claims can also be misinformed when they mislead by presenting an
incomplete or distorted view of the available facts or evidence. These claims
are not without evidentiary support because, in these cases, there is some
evidence supporting the claim. For example, if one were to claim that Phila-
delphia is colder than Murmansk, this would be misleading. Even if one had
evidence showing days in which the high temperature was colder in Philadel-
phia than in Murmansk, claiming that Philadelphia is colder than Murmansk
is still misinformation. By cherrypicking the “right” day, one might present
“evidence” supporting the claim that Philadelphia is colder than Murmansk,
but the claim is misinformation because, in general, Murmansk is colder than
Philadelphia. Even when claims appearing in scholarship are less obvious
than this example, if they are based on selective reporting of evidence, they
are misinformation.

Academic Misinformation

Anyone can express misinformation, including your uncle, the used car
dealer, grandstanders on social media, and even young children. Nonethe-
less, our view is that it is particularly bad (dangerous, potentially costly and
problematic) when someone does so claiming some mantle of expertise (see
also Dunning, this volume). Thus, it is especially bad, in our view, when
academics purvey misinformation because their claim to expertise can give
them a veneer of credibility that, for example, used car dealers do not have.
Dunning’s (this volume) research finding that even experts and those high in
cognitive ability are often excessively confident in their own incorrect beliefs
can be viewed as laying out a plausible case for why peer review is insuffi-
cient to prevent misinformation from appearing in peer-reviewed psychology
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journals. Forgas (this volume) reviews some of the delusional beliefs that
have emerged from academia; although our perspective does not solve this
problem, it does identify some of the reasons so many delusional beliefs often
have an undeserved air of scholarly authority. Having articulated our per-
spective on the distinction between scientific facts and misinformation, the
next section discusses common manifestations of academic misinformation.

The Replication Crisis

Publication # scientific fact; p < .05 # scientific fact. The Replication Crisis
refers to the panic that ensued when psychologists discovered that many of
their most cherished findings could not be replicated by independent teams
(see, e.g., Nelson et al., 2018, for a review). Our view is that this was labeled
a “crisis” as opposed to “normal operating procedure” because, apparently,
many of the field’s most famous researchers implicitly ascribed to “scientism”
rather than to a “scientific” view of psychological research. As discussed in a
previous chapter in the present series (Jussim, Stevens, et al., 2019, p. 284),
scientism is excess faith in claims made by fallible scientists, even when pub-
lishing in peer-reviewed journals and even when they obtain “statistically
significant, p < .05” findings, neither of which are, by themselves, sufficient
to constitute establishing facts in the Gouldian sense.

Had there been a wider understanding that publication in a peer-reviewed
journal and p < .05 do not constitute establishment of scientific facts in the
Gouldian sense, no one would have treated such studies as having done so
and failed replications would have been shrugged off as normal operating
procedure, part of the inevitable “noise” of the scientific enterprise. But
because prestigious scientists had made entire careers producing cute, dra-
matic, small N studies around which they could tell amazing, dramatic sto-
ries! (see Jussim et al., 2016, for a review), and they and much of the field of
psychology labored under the misimpression that they had established new
scientific facts, failed replications of their studies became a “crisis.”

The replication base-rate = a coin flip. In this context, it was then not sur-
prising that the long-term success rate for replications in psychology has hov-
ered right around 50% (e.g., Boyce et al., 2023; Open Science Collaboration,
2015; Scheel et al., 2021). No one (we hope) would declare it to be a “fact”
that a (balanced) coin flip generally comes up heads. Although this is obvi-
ous, then so is the implication that no one should be declaring something a
fact just because it has been published in the peer-reviewed psychology litera-
ture, which, historically, has stood about a 50-50 chance of being replicable.

Instead, fact status should usually be reserved for findings that have been
replicated by independent teams of researchers, preferably using some ver-
sion of the registered report format (in which the research is accepted in prin-
ciple by a journal based on the proposal, so that the results do not influence
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publication, e.g., Nosek & Lakens, 2014). Absent this type of replication, it
is not perverse to withhold provisional assent that something published has
established a new scientific fact.

Academic misinformation by virtue of ignoring failed replications. Failed
replications have little detectable effect on citations to the original study.
Serra-Garcia and Gneezy (2021, abstract, p. 1), put it this way:

...published papers in top psychology, economics, and general interest
journals that fail to replicate are cited more than those that replicate. This
difference in citation does not change after the publication of the failure to
replicate. Only 12% of postreplication citations of nonreplicable findings
acknowledge the replication failure.

Thus, academic publishing generally proceeds (88% of the time as per
their findings) as if the failed replications do not even exist. Citing a
study with some finding but failing to cite contrary findings is a known
marker of propaganda scholarship (Gambrill, 2010, discussed later in this
chapter in some depth) and we consider it the promotion of academic
misinformation.

Allegiance Bias

Allegiance bias occurs when research produced by advocates of some phe-
nomenon or intervention finds larger effects than those produced by scientists
who are not advocates. Early in the study of the effectiveness of different
types of psychotherapy (Smith, 1980; Luborsky et al., 1999), it was discov-
ered that proponents sometimes yielded stronger effects for the type of ther-
apy they advocated than for alternative therapeutic approaches (Luborsky
et al., 1999; Smith, 1980).

Allegiance biases (or motivated distortions; see also Goel, this volume)
do not appear in all research by advocates; nonetheless, the effect is com-
mon (e.g., Munder et al., 2013) and appears in research on topics other than
clinical therapies. Consider research on growth mindset — the idea that stu-
dents who believe they can improve are more likely to do so. A recent meta-
analysis found a small but statistically significant overall effect of d = .05 for
growth mindset interventions, but this was reduced to d = .02 and statistical
nonsignificance when studies by authors with a financial incentive (such as
giving paid talks or having books advocating growth mindset) were excluded
(Macnamara & Burgoyne, 2022).

Allegiance biases raise the possibility that effects produced by advocates
are misinformation. Although this is not necessarily the case (perhaps in the
fullness of time, research by disinterested investigators will confirm the find-
ings of the advocates), our view is that work produced by advocates should



178 The Psychology of False Beliefs

be viewed skeptically. At best, they should not be treated as scientific facts in
the Gouldian sense, pending disinterested scientists finding similar patterns.
Thus, treating them as such before such independent replications have been
conducted is academic misinformation.

Persuasive Communication Devices

Authors of academic articles sometimes use “persuasive communication
devices” (see also Cooper & Packman; Crano, this volume) to: (1) Make for
engaging reading, which is not problematic unless such writing misrepresents
their own or others’ scholarship or is used to camouflage the weaknesses
and limitations of one’s original work or (2) Render their work to appear
more important than it really is, which is not legitimate (Corneille et al.,
2023). Corneille et al. (2023) described 21 such devices but also suggested
that their list was not exhaustive. We briefly describe six here as examples
of the techniques researchers sometimes use to produce impressive-sounding
but unjustified scientific claims:

e Ignoring previous work that is inconsistent with one’s preferred conclu-
sion or narrative.

e Selective reporting: not reporting or downplaying results that would
weaken the paper.

o Selective appeal to rigor: holding claims one opposes to a higher scientific,
evidentiary or methodological standard than one applies to claims one
supports.

e Misleading use of references: citing many papers to create the false impres-
sion that abundant research supports the point, even though those papers
do not actually do so.

* Hypothesizing after results are known (HARKing) to create the false
impression that they were developed a priori, rather than constitute post
hoc explanations for findings that were not actually predicted.

e Selective quotations taken out of context to make a particular point, when
the fuller context would have created a very different picture.

Whether or not these and other persuasive communication devices are used
with intention to deceive is irrelevant if the upshot is a paper that overstates
support for its main claims. In such cases, it is academic misinformation.

Propaganda Scholarship

Propaganda scholarship refers to attempts to persuade others that some
claim is true when it is, in fact, either false, unjustified or misleading
(as described above) in any academic forum (peer review, conference
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presentations, research talks, etc.). Persuasive communication devices
described previously can be used in propaganda scholarship (see also For-
gas, this volume).

Scientists sometimes make honest mistakes, but these can be distinguished
from propaganda scholarship by virtue of whether the wrong claim is known
to be false, unjustified or misleading at the time. Although there may be
gray areas, this is often obvious, such as when a “scholarly” article makes a
truth-claim without citing any evidence, by citing papers that make the claim
without evidence or by ignoring evidence that contradicts the main claim.
This is propaganda scholarship.

The earliest work on propaganda scholarship of which we are aware
focused not on political propaganda but, instead, on the promotion of false,
unjustified, and misleading social scientific claims within “helping profes-
sions” such as social work and psychotherapy (Gambrill, 2010, 2012; Gam-
brill & Reiman, 2011). This (Gambrill & Reiman, 2011) included a checklist
including 32 indicators of propaganda that could be used by peer reviewers
to evaluate of scholarly articles. Its value goes beyond pre-publication peer
review and is just as useful for formal and informal post-publication peer
review (such as shall be conducted herein). Gambrill (2010) and Gambrill
and Reiman (2011) included some propaganda-indicators that overlap with
both the persuasive communication devices (such as selectively ignoring con-
trary findings). We summarize a few of these indicators that do not overlap
with others already presented:

e Possible harms of the view presented are not described.

® Vague terms are used.

¢ Evidence is not described in quantitative terms.

® Use of personal attacks and innuendo.

e Oversimplification.

e Hypocrisy (extolling some virtue or behavior but not implementing it
one’s self).

e Using social pressure or censorship to attempt to suppress, rather than
debate or refute, alternative views.

Jussim and Honeycutt (2023) recently presented a series of tests for political
propaganda masquerading as scholarship. Test 0 is necessary but not suf-
ficient to establish political propaganda purporting to be scholarship: Does
the study vindicate or advance some political narrative? Test 0 is necessary
because if the claim is not political, it cannot be political propaganda. If the
study does vindicate or advance some political narrative, one proceeds to of
Tests 1, 2 or 3, at least one of which must also be passed.

Test 1 is whether an article misinterpreted or misrepresented research
results in ways that unjustifiably advance a politicized narrative. If the results
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show X and the claims based on the study are left of X, then the paper is
propaganda. We focus on the left because academia skews so vastly left in
its politics (Jussim et al., 2023) that there is minimal potential for rightwing
propaganda, though, in principle, this analysis applies in any direction. For
example, research on stereotype threat is widely misrepresented as showing
that, without threat, Black and White students perform similarly on stand-
ardized tests — something which has never actually been reported (Jussim
et al., 2016; Tomeh & Sackett, 2022).

Test 2 is whether authors systematically ignore papers and studies incon-
sistent with their ideology-affirming conclusions. A paper may appear “sci-
entific” having all the trappings and forms of science — but may not deserve
to be called “science,” if it ignores evidence and analysis inconsistent with
its narrative. This is often the case in work on implicit bias using the implicit
association test (IAT), which routinely ignores critiques identifying flaws and
limitations in the method. For example, IAT scores often overlap heavily
with explicit prejudice meaning that, when they do so, little understanding is
added through the use of this “implicit” method (Schimmack, 2021). Simi-
larly, IAT scores of 0 are routinely interpreted as egalitarian, even though: (1)
Almost no studies bother to assess empirically the IAT score that corresponds
to egalitarian responding on other measures (Jussim et al., 2025) and (2) the
one exception was a re-analysis of results from previously reported stud-
ies (that did not assess the point of egalitarian responding) and found that
scores well above 0 corresponded to egalitarian responding (Blanton et al.,
2015). Thus, any paper that treats 0 as egalitarian, without actually assess-
ing the IAT score that corresponds to egalitarianism on other measures, is
propaganda.

Test 3 is whether authors leaped to political conclusions based on weak
data. Often academic publications that do advance an ideological narra-
tive should be considered tentative or preliminary (e.g., if reporting empiri-
cal findings based on single studies or small samples). If the conclusions
are expressed with certainty, the paper is politically biased. This criterion
applies both to researchers making the original claims and scholars who
cite or refer to those claims as if they are true, without acknowledging the
scientific uncertainty that surrounds them. For example, this characterizes
a great deal of research on microaggressions, which typically focuses on
perceptions of potential victims. But microaggressions refer to behavior of
perpetrators, not to perceptions of victims (Cantu & Jussim, 2021). Just
as one cannot assess the speed of an airplane by pointing a radar gun at
cars, one cannot assess microaggressions without assessing the behavior
of potential perpetrators. Thus, all claims about microaggressions based
on research focusing exclusively on the perceptions of victims is academic
misinformation.
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Social Pressure to Present or Not Present Some Finding or
Conclusion

Social pressure to reach certain conclusions can undermine entire “scientific”
literatures. Leading journals like Nature now explicitly use such unspecified
normative criteria to refuse to publish otherwise properly executed and cred-
ible findings (Nature Human Behavior Editorial, 2022). Although Gambrill
(2010) highlighted attempts to suppress certain ideas as a marker of propa-
ganda, it was Joshi (2022) who first fully articulated how this works. Con-
sider first social pressure to 7ot make a claim critical of published research or
some cherished program or policy, whether informal or official (e.g., through
outright censorship — see Clark et al., 2023, for a review). When social pres-
sure succeeds at suppressing falsification of X, the “scientific” literature may
be dominated by papers finding or claiming that X is True, but only because
the full scope of the evidence is not represented in the published literature.

This is most obvious for findings. In the abstract, consider a hypothetical
situation where X is false, but only papers finding or claiming that X is true
are permitted into the literature. The “scientific” literature will then be filled
with paper after paper reporting that X is true, even though the full scope
of the evidence, if it were permitted into the literature, would show that X is
mostly or completely false. Furthermore, the situation need not be this draco-
nian (wherein findings that X is false are not permitted at all) for it to distort
a literature. If there are merely heightened disincentives for publishing that
X is false, to the extent that many people follow incentives, even if there are
some published papers showing that X is false, there will be far fewer than
there might otherwise be without those disincentives.

The problem is similar for interpretations of facts and not just the facts
themselves. The facts need not be in dispute, but the interpretations of those
facts may well be (Jussim et al., 2016). If there is social pressure to avoid
certain interpretations of those facts, the literature will still be distorted by
its failure to represent those avoided interpretations. Thus, a field may fore-
close on a false interpretation of the facts because alternative explanations
for them have not even been considered.

This situation is not purely hypothetical. A slew of papers critical of diver-
sity, equity and inclusion (DEI) initiatives have been subject to academic
outrage mobs mobilizing via social media and online petitions to denounce
and call for their retraction. For example, papers by Hudlicky (2020) and
Wang (2020) were narrative reviews critical of DEI that were denounced by
academic outrage mobs. Both were ultimately retracted (Retraction Watch,
2020a, b, ¢) — even though neither met COPE (Committee on Publication
Ethics, n.d.) guidelines for retraction, which focus primarily on data fraud
or massive error. Because these papers were reviews, they had no data to
be in error and therefore could not possibly have met COPE guidelines for
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retraction. Furthermore, the journal publishing Hudlicky’s paper punished
two of its editors with suspensions (Retraction Watch, 2020b).

In a similar incident, Klaus Fiedler, then editor of Perspectives on Psycho-
logical Science, accepted five papers critical of DEI and one by a DEI advocate
who publicly denounced Fiedler and the other papers as racist (see Jussim,
Honeycutt, et al., 2024 for details). This evoked another academic outrage
mob, including almost 1,400 signing an online petition in just a few days
calling for Fiedler to be fired, declaring the authors racist, and the papers to
be retracted. Fiedler was ousted, and, although the papers were eventually
published, the journal included a special statement declaring that Fiedler had
mishandled the entire process (Wood et al., 2024). While there may be some
brave souls in academia willing to publicly criticize DEI after such events, it
seems far more likely that most will get the message, “It’s your paper, but you
might want to think about how this will bear on your reputation, your job
and grant prospects and future promotions.”

In this context, it should be entirely unsurprising that, even though DEI is
highly controversial in the wider society, and has little or no scientific support
or credibility (see Forgas, this volume), as far as we know, none of the main-
stream psychology or social psychology organizations have conducted any sort
of public debate about it. And how could they, if nearly all of their members
either support it or are too intimidated to publicly declare their opposition to
it? Furthermore, we doubt that this situation is restricted to DEI. This may help
explain why it has taken over 20 years for criticisms of implicit bias, stereotype
threat, and microaggressions to gain traction, but not yet mainstream accept-
ance — why risk being tainted as a bigot by critiquing such work? Better to
move on and study something less likely to tarnish one’s career.

Demonstrating that a literature is wrong because some evidence has been
suppressed would seem to be an impossible task because, one might assume,
all that one can actually show is what is in the literature, not what is not in
the literature. However, there are several ways to show that social pressure
to make or not make certain claims likely does exist:

1 The presence of academic “book burning.” Jussim, Honeycutt, et al.
(2024) used this term to refer to forced retractions of papers, usually at
the hands of academic outrage mobs (typically via social media), despite
no evidence that those papers violated the retraction guidelines of the
Committee on Publication Ethics (n.d.). Instead, those retracted papers
made claims that violated the social justice sensibilities of the mob (such
as defending colonialism or criticizing diversity, equity and inclusion ini-
tiatives). This is exactly the type of censorship highlighted by Gambrill
(2010) as indicative of propaganda.

2 Stark differences between the conventional published literature and regis-
tered reports (the format whereby journals make an accept/reject decision



Academic Misinformation and False Beliefs 183

based on a research proposal and allow the paper to be published,
regardless of the subsequent results). When registered reports produce
starkly different findings than routinely appears in a published literature
(as they do, see Scheel et al., 2021), it at least raises red flags about social
pressure distorting the published literature. This could occur, for example,
because once a finding appears in the literature, it is easier to publish simi-
lar papers than contrary papers.

3 Vast citation differences to papers finding X than to papers of comparable
or higher quality finding Not X or the opposite of X (see Honeycutt &
Jussim, 2020 for examples). Researchers respond to incentives (e.g., Jus-
sim, Krosnick, et al., 2019), and high citation counts have many benefits.
Sometimes, they are used in hiring and promotion decisions to evaluate
“impact” (indeed, some versions of citation counts are called “impact fac-
tors”). Furthermore, if academics would prefer to have more influence and
visibility rather than less, knowing that a certain type of claim produces
higher citations may create social pressure to make those claims.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we first presented a simple and clear definition of misinfor-
mation followed by a principled definition of when something is and is not
an established scientific fact. We then used this general perspective and the
standards it articulated to frame five ways in which psychological research
can, and often has, failed to produce scientific facts and supported false
and even delusional beliefs, despite a veneer of having done so stemming
from the presumptive credibility of the mere fact of something appearing
in a peer-reviewed journal. The Replication Crisis means that just because
a paper is published, it cannot be assumed to be true, absent replication by
independent teams. Allegiance bias means that, when research is published
by activists and advocates, it cannot be assumed to be true, absent replica-
tion by researchers without allegiance to the method or intervention. The
use of persuasive communication devices means that verbal virtuosity may
sometimes mask weak studies, so that the findings need not be believed
pending confirmation by other researchers. Similarly, the existence of prop-
aganda scholarship means that, just because something is published in a
peer-reviewed journal, it may still be propaganda. And the existence of social
pressure and censorship means that incentives and punishments for present-
ing certain types of research or specific conclusions can corrupt and under-
mine not just individual papers, but whole areas of research.

Taken together, this means that, when researchers treat claims that appear
in peer-reviewed journals as establishing scientific facts, without years of
skeptical vetting by other researchers and replication by independent teams,
they are promoting misinformation. An extreme example of this is the Henri
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Tajfel affair. Based on a completely unsubstantiated claim that Henri Tajfel’s
lab was “mysoginist” published in a feminist journal, the executive of the
European Association of Experimental Social Psychology decided to treat the
claim as “fact,” and without any further investigation, abolished the prestig-
ious Henri Tajfel Prize. A senior researcher’s name has been sullied decades
after his death by unsubstantiated claims published in an academic journal.

This is a good example of treating something as a fact before it has actu-
ally been established as a fact. It may even turn out that they were right,
but, if that was not known at the time, it was, at the time, misinformation.
More generally, given both replication rates hovering around 50% and that
even replicable research sometimes does not mean what the authors have
claimed, the odds are actually against claims of new discoveries appearing
in the peer-reviewed literature holding up to both skeptical scrutiny and
replication.

Of course, sometimes, psychological science does produce credible find-
ings. But those are restricted to those that have stood the test of time by
virtue of having both been replicated by independent researchers and by
relentlessly ruling out alternative interpretations and explanations gener-
ated by the wider scientific field. Our view is that the rapidly declining cred-
ibility of academia (Brenan, 2023) has been induced, in part, by the types
of academic misinformation described herein (see also Forgas; Fiedler, this
volume). Vast amounts of public funding are spent on famous yet frivolous
and flawed research and on scholarship advancing ideological values and
worldviews rather than understanding social phenomena and social prob-
lems. One can only hope that enough social scientists come to their senses
before ham-handed demagogues do permanent damage by, e.g., revoking
tenure and instituting draconian funding cuts. Preventing misinformation
starts at home.
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