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Disputed results a fresh blow
for social psychology

Failure to replicate intelligence-priming effects ignites row in research community.

BY ALISON ABBOTT

r] YV hinking about a professor just before
you take an intelligence test makes
you perform better than if you think

about football hooligans. Or does it? An

influential theory that certain behaviour can
be modified by unconscious cues is under
serious attack.

A paper published in PLoS ONE last week'
reports that nine different experiments failed
to replicate this example of ‘intelligence prim-
ing), first described in 1998 (ref. 2) by Ap
Dijksterhuis, a social psychologist at Radboud
University Nijmegen in the Netherlands, and
now included in textbooks.

David Shanks, a cognitive psychologist
at University College London, UK, and first
author of the paper in PLoS ONE, is among
sceptical scientists calling for Dijksterhuis to
design a detailed experimental protocol to
be carried out in different laboratories to pin
down the effect. Dijksterhuis has rejected the
request, saying that he “stands by the general
effect” and blames the failure to replicate on
“poor experiments’.

An acrimonious e-mail debate on the sub-
ject has been dividing psychologists, who are
already jittery about other recent exposures
of irreproducible

results (see Nature “It’s about.
485,298-300;2012). Mmore thanjust
“It’s about more Treplicating the
than just replicat- results fromone
ing results from one ~ paper.”

paper;” says Shanks,

who circulated a draft of his study in Octo-
ber; the failed replications call into question
the underpinnings of ‘unconscious-thought
theory’.

Dijksterhuis published that theory in 2006
(ref. 3). It fleshed out more general, long-
held claims about a ‘smart unconscious’ that
had been proposed over the past couple of
decades — exemplified in writer Malcolm
Gladwell’s best-selling book Blink (Penguin,
2005). The theory holds that behaviour can
be influenced, or ‘primed;, by thoughts or
motives triggered unconsciously — in the
case of intelligence priming, by the stereo-
type of a clever professor or a stupid hooligan.
Most psychologists accept that such priming
can occur consciously, but many, including
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Social psychologist Ap Dijksterhuis.

Shanks, are unconvinced by claims of uncon-
scious effects.

In their paper, Shanks and his colleagues
tried to obtain an intelligence-priming effect,
following protocols in Dijksterhuis’s papers
or refining them to amplify any theoretical
effect (for example, by using a test of analyti-
cal thinking instead of general knowledge).
They also repeated intelligence-priming stud-
ies from independent labs. They failed to find
any of the described priming effects in their
experiments.

The e-mail debate that Shanks joined
was kicked off last September, when Daniel
Kahneman, a Nobel-prizewinning psycholo-
gist from Princeton University in New Jersey
who thinks that unconscious social priming
is likely to be real, circulated an open letter
warning of a “train wreck looming” (see Nature
http://doi.org/mdr; 2012) because of a growing
number of failures to replicate results. Social
psychology “is now the poster child for doubts
about the integrity of psychological research’,
he told psychologists, “and it is your responsi-
bility” to deal with it.

Other high-profile social psychologists
whose papers have been disputed in the past
two years include John Bargh from Yale Uni-
versity in New Haven, Connecticut. His claims
include that people walk more slowly if they
are primed with age-related words.

Bargh, Dijksterhuis and their supporters
argue that social-priming results are hard
to replicate because the slightest change in
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conditions can affect the outcome. “There
are moderators that we are unaware of,” says
Dijksterhuis.

But Hal Pashler, a cognitive psychologist at
the University of California, San Diego — a
long-time critic of social priming — notes that
the effects reported in the original papers were
huge. “If effects were that strong, it is unlikely
they would abruptly disappear with subtle
changes in procedure,” he says.

No one is suggesting that there is anything
fraudulent about the results, but the charges
that some of Dijksterhuis’s key papers may
report false positives is a particular embar-
rassment for the Netherlands. It comes close
on the heels of exposures of scientific miscon-
duct by two other Dutch social psychologists:
in 2011, Diederik Stapel of Tilburg University
admitted to inventing data, and in June 2012,
an investigation committee concluded that
Dirk Smeesters from the Erasmus University
in Rotterdam had cherry-picked data in some
papers.

Shanks’s replication failures cannot be dis-
missed, says Eric-Jan Wagenmakers, a math-
ematical psychologist at the University of
Amsterdam who last year published a series
of studies that failed to lend support* to uncon-
scious-thought theory. He is disappointed that
Dijksterhuis has declined “repeated requests”
to help to generate a definitive answer.

Dijksterhuis says that “focusing on a sin-
gle phenomenon is not that helpful and
won't solve the problem”. He adds that social
psychology needs to get more rigorous, but
that the rigour should be applied to future, not
historical, experiments. The social-priming
debate will rumble on, he says, because “there
is an ideology out there that doesn’t want to
believe that our behaviour can be cued by the
environment’.

Others remain concerned. Kahneman wrote
in the e-mail debate on 4 February that this
“refusal to engage in a legitimate scientific con-
versation ... invites the interpretation that the
believers are afraid of the outcome”. m
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CLARIFICATION

We would like to clarify the following points
about the News story ‘Disputed results a fresh
blow for social psychology’ (Nature 497, 16;
2013).

@ Contrary to the story, unconscious thought
theory, which is concerned with unconscious
decision making, is not the same as
intelligence priming.

@ The story referred to the study by David
Shanks (D. R. Shanks et al. PLoS ONE 8,
e56515; 2013) in which he was unable to
replicate the ‘professor/hooligan’ intelligence-

priming effect reported by Ap Dijksterhuis.

We note that other researchers have observed
Dijksterhuis’s intelligence-priming effect.

@ Contrary to the story, Dijksterhuis has
stated that he will provide a protocol to assist
in replicating results in the field. He had not,
however, provided such a protocol at the time
that the story was published.

@ As the story stated, there is no suggestion
of fraud in Dijksterhuis’s research, and we
are happy to emphasize that there is no
suggestion that he has been involved in any
misconduct.
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