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Undergraduate Students’ Beliefs about the 
50 Greatest Myths of Popular Psychology

The current study assesses whether undergraduate students believe in common myths prevalent in the field of psychology, as reported by Lilienfeld et al. (2009) in their book, 50 Great Myths of Popular Psychology. 
Historically, these myths have been misunderstood by many people and can lead to unwise decision-making and perpetuation of the myths. Students may enter introduction to psychology courses with misconceptions 

concerning psychological topics, so understanding the belief prevalence of these common myths is essential for conveying accurate knowledge. For this study, over 1000 students enrolled in Psychology 100: Introduction 
to Psychology at the University of Wisconsin – Eau Claire had the opportunity to take a survey in which they answered whether they believe each of the 50 popular psychology myths. Results can ideally inform professors 

of topics that need to be better addressed in classes, and longer-term data could provide information about historical trends in belief patterns over time. 

Overview

• Visual perceptions are accompanied by tiny eye emissions

• All effective psychotherapies force people to confront the 
“root” causes of their problems from back in childhood

• Safety in numbers: the more people present at an 
emergency, the greater chance that someone will assist

• During “out-of-body” experiences, people’s consciousness 
leaves their bodies

• Playing Mozart’s music to infants boosts intelligence

• People with schizophrenia have multiple personalities

• Ulcers are caused primarily or entirely by stress

• There recently has been a massive autism epidemic

• Abstinence is the only realistic treatment goal for 
alcoholics

• Our handwriting reveals our personality traits

• A large % of criminals succeed using the insanity defense

• Opposites attract: we are most romantically attracted to 
people who differ from us

• The polygraph (“lie detector”) test is an accurate means of 
detecting dishonesty

• Individuals can learn information, like new languages, 
while asleep

• Extrasensory perception (ESP) is a well-established 
scientific phenomenon

• Old age is typically associated with increased 
dissatisfaction and senility

• A positive attitude can stave off cancer

• Most people with amnesia forget all details of their earlier 
lives

• A trait that is heritable means we cannot change it

• Hospital visits and crimes increase during full moons

• Human memory works like a video camera, and 
accurately records the events we’ve experienced

• Happiness is determined mostly by our external 
circumstances

• Virtually all people who confess to a crime are guilty of it

• Only deeply depressed people commit suicide

• Most mentally ill people are violent

• Students learn best when teaching styles are matched to 
their learning styles

• If you’re unsure of your answer when taking a test, it’s 
best to stick with your initial hunch 

• Individuals commonly repress memories of trauma

• Subliminal messages can persuade people to purchase 
products

• Hypnosis is a unique “trance” state that differs in kind 
from wakefulness

• Researchers have demonstrated that dreams possess 
symbolic meaning 

• Criminal profiling is helpful in solving cases

• Most people who were sexually abused in childhood 
develop severe personality disturbances in adulthood

• Men and women communicate in completely different 
ways

• Low self-esteem is a major cause of psychological 
problems

• Raising children similarly leads to similarities in their 
adult personalities

• It’s better to express anger to others than to hold it in

• Electroconvulsive (“shock”) therapy is a physically 
dangerous and brutal treatment

• Psychiatric labels cause harm by stigmatizing people

• Adult children of alcoholics display a distinct profile of 
symptoms

• The defining feature of dyslexia is reversing letters

• Intelligence tests are biased against certain groups of 
people

• Adolescence is inevitably a time of psychological 
turmoil

• Most people experience a mid-life crisis in their 40s-50s

• Expert judgment and intuition are the best means of 
making clinical decisions

• When dying, people pass through a universal series of 
psychological stages

• Some people are left-brained, others are right brained

• Hypnosis is a useful tool for retrieving memories of 
forgotten events

• Visual perceptions are accompanied by tiny emissions 
from the eyes

• Safety in numbers: the more people present at an 
emergency, the greater chance someone will intervene

• All effective psychotherapies force people to confront the 
“root” causes of their problems from back in childhood

• People with schizophrenia have multiple personalities

• A large proportion of criminals successfully use the 
insanity defense

• Abstinence is the only realistic treatment goal for 
alcoholics

• Ulcers are caused primarily or entirely by stress

• People’s responses to inkblots tell us a great deal about 
their personalities

• Most people use about 10% of their brain power

• During “out-of-body” experiences, people’s consciousness 
leaves their bodies

• The polygraph (“lie detector”) test is an accurate means of 
detecting dishonesty

• Opposites attract: we are most romantically attracted to 
people who differ from us

• Old age is typically associated with increased 
dissatisfaction and senility

• Our handwriting reveals our personalities

• Playing Mozart’s music to infants boosts their intelligence

• Happiness is determined mostly by our external 
circumstances 

• Human memory works like a video camera, and 
accurately records the events we’ve experienced

• Individuals can learn information, like new languages, in 
their sleep

• Extrasensory perception (ESP) is a well-established 
scientific phenomenon

• There recently has been a massive epidemic of infantile 
autism

• A trait that is heritable means we cannot change it

• Most people with amnesia forget all details of their earlier 
lives

• Psychiatric hospital emissions and crimes increase during 
full moons

• A positive attitude can stave off cancer

• Virtually all people who confess to a crime are guilty of it

• Only deeply depressed people commit suicide

• Most mentally ill people are violent
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