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1
Introduction
 

It ain’t so much the things we don’t know that get us into trouble. It’s the things we know that just ain’t so
.

Artemus Ward



 

I
t is widely believed that infertile couples who adopt a child are subsequently more likely to conceive than similar couples who do not. The usual explanation for this remarkable phenomenon involves the alleviation of stress. Couples who adopt, it is said, become less obsessed with their reproductive failure, and their new-found peace of mind boosts their chances for success.

On closer inspection, however, it becomes clear that the remarkable phenomenon we need to explain is not why adoption increases a couple’s fertility; clinical research has shown that it does not.
1
What needs explanation is why so many people hold this belief when it is not true.

People who are charged with deciding who is to be admitted to a distinguished undergraduate institution, a prestigious graduate school, or a select executive training program all think they can make more effective admissions decisions if each candidate is seen in a brief, personal interview. They cannot. Research indicates that decisions based on objective criteria alone are at least as effective as those influenced by subjective impressions formed in an interview.
2
But then why do people believe the interview to be informative?

Nurses who work on maternity wards believe that more babies are born when the moon is full. They are mistaken.
3
Again, why do they believe it if it “just ain’t so?”

This book seeks to answer these questions. It examines how questionable and erroneous beliefs are formed, and how they are maintained. As the examples above make clear, the strength and resiliency of certain beliefs cry out for explanation. Today, more people believe in ESP than in evolution,
4
and in this country there are 20 times as many astrologers as there are astronomers.
5
Both formal opinion polls and informal conversation reveal widespread acceptance of the reality of astral projection, of the authenticity of “channeling,” and of the spiritual and psychic value of crystals. This book attempts to increase our understanding of such beliefs and practices, and, in so doing, to shed some light on various broader issues in the study of human judgment and reasoning.

Several things are clear at the outset. First, people do not hold questionable beliefs simply because they have not been exposed to the relevant evidence. Erroneous beliefs plague both experienced professionals and less informed laypeople alike. In this respect, the admissions officials and maternity ward nurses should “know better.” They are professionals. They are in regular contact with the data. But they are mistaken.

Nor do people hold questionable beliefs simply because they are stupid or gullible. Quite the contrary. Evolution has given us powerful intellectual tools for processing vast amounts of information with accuracy and dispatch, and our questionable beliefs derive primarily from the misapplication or overutilization of generally valid and effective strategies for knowing. Just as we are subject to perceptual illusions in spite of, and largely because of, our extraordinary perceptual capacities, so too are many of our cognitive shortcomings “closely related to, or even an unavoidable cost of, [our] greatest strengths.”
6
And just as the study of perceptual illusions has illuminated general principles of perception, and the study of psychopathology has enhanced our knowledge of personality, so too should the study of erroneous beliefs enlarge our understanding of human judgment and reasoning. By design, then, this book dwells on beliefs that are wrong, but in doing so we must not lose sight of how often we are right.

As these remarks suggest, many questionable and erroneous beliefs have purely cognitive origins, and can be traced to imperfections in our capacities to process information and draw conclusions. We hold many dubious beliefs, in other words, not because they satisfy some important psychological need, but because they seem to be the most sensible conclusions consistent with the available evidence. People hold such beliefs because they seem, in the words of Robert Merton, to be the “irresistible products of their own experience.”
7
They are the products, not of irrationality, but of flawed rationality.

So it is with the erroneous belief that infertile couples who adopt are subsequently more likely to conceive. Our attention is automatically drawn to couples who conceive after adopting, but not to those who adopt but do not conceive, or those who conceive without adopting. Thus, to many people, the increased fertility of couples who adopt a child is a “fact” of everyday experience. People do not hold this belief because they have much of an emotional stake in doing so; they do so because it seems to be the only sensible conclusion consistent with the information that is most available to them.

Many of these imperfections in our cognitive and inferential tools might never surface under ideal conditions (just as many perceptual illusions are confined to impoverished settings). But the world does not play fair. Instead of providing us with clear information that would enable us to “know” better, it presents us with messy data that are random, incomplete, unrepresentative, ambiguous, inconsistent, unpalatable, or secondhand. As we shall see, it is often our flawed attempts to cope with precisely these difficulties that lay bare our inferential shortcomings and produce the facts we know that just ain’t so.

Returning to the infertility example once again, we can readily see how the world does not play fair. Couples who conceive after adopting are noteworthy. Their good fortune is reported by the media, transmitted by friends and neighbors, and therefore is more likely to come to our attention than the fate of couples who adopt but do not conceive, or those who conceive without adopting. Thus, even putting our own cognitive and inferential limitations aside, there are inherent biases in the data upon which we base our beliefs, biases that must be recognized and overcome if we are to arrive at sound judgments and valid beliefs.

In tackling this subject of questionable and erroneous beliefs, I continue the efforts of many social and cognitive psychologists who in the past several years have sought to understand the bounded rationality of human information processing. Part I of this book, “Cognitive determinants of questionable beliefs,” contains three chapters that analyze our imperfect strategies for dealing with the often messy data of the real world. Chapter 2 concerns random data and our tendency to see regularity and order where only the vagaries of chance are operating. Chapter 3 deals with incomplete and unrepresentative data and our limited ability to detect and correct for these biases. Chapter 4 discusses our eagerness to interpret ambiguous and inconsistent data in light of our pet theories and
a priori
expectations.
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