
Everything that happens once can never 

happen again. But everything that happens 

twice will surely happen a third time.

Paulo Coelho, The Alchemist.
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Twice in the history of social 

psychology has there been a crisis of 

confidence. The first started in the 

1960s and lasted until the end of the 

1970s. 



Elms (1975, p. 967) writes “many social 

psychologists appear to have lost not only 

their enthusiasm but also their sense of 

direction and their faith in the discipline's 

future. Whether they are experiencing an 

identity crisis, a paradigmatic crisis, or a 

crisis of confidence, most seem agreed that 

a crisis is at hand.”



Quiz time!



“We, and social psychology generally, have 

undergone a crisis, not simply of confidence, but, 

more profoundly, of paradigm, of our general 

form of thought. It was as though the life-giving 

substance in the air we breathed became 

insufficient; some gasped and suffocated. It was 

as though we were fish out of water; some 

flapped around on dry ground.”



1978 2019



1978 2019

Mills, 1978



We have learned that replication is 

important, and that when we do 

them, not all results replicate. 



“The history of social psychology 

illustrates the importance of the 

replication of findings in that 

many of its initial results have 

not been confirmed by later 

investigations.”



1953 2013



1953 2013

Festinger & Katz, 1953



One reason for this is due to 

research practices that inflate alpha 

levels of studies reported in the 

literature. 



“By seemingly conservative estimates, the 

probability that a finding (reported at p = .05) 

is a result of chance is not .05, but is closer to 

.50. That is, were these estimates approximately 

correct, they would indicate that about one-

half of the original findings reported at this 

level in behavioral science journals could have 

resulted solely from chance variations.”



1967 2005



1967 2005

Neher, 1967



But we also have problems with the 

strength of our theories. 



“Social psychology is clearly in need 

of new and better theories. Probably 

the most persistent complaint in the 

field's history, from within and 

without, is that it is largely empirical, 

with little theoretical guidance.”



1975 2015



1975 2015

Elms, 1975



The work we do can further be 

criticized for its lack of relevance, or 

a ‘crisis of relevance’. 



“As a science directly concerned with 

behavioral and social processes,  psychology 

might be expected to provide intellectual 

leadership in the search for new and better 

personal and social arrangements. In fact, 

however, we psychologists have contributed 

relatively little of real importance —even less 

than our rather modest understanding of 

behavior might justify.”



1969 2021



1969 2021

Miller, 1969



We focus too much on a small set of 

conditions, leading to a 

generalizability crisis.



“in the event that a result is 

replicable, there is little likelihood 

that it will be sufficiently general 

across minor variations in stimulus 

conditions to identify scientifically 

useful relationships.”



1980 2021



1980 2021

Epstein, 1980



(If you want more of this, listen to 

our podcast ‘Nullius in Verba’ 

episode “Episode 16: Vetus Crisi 

Replicatio”)



Jones (1985, p. 100) remarks: “The crisis of 

social psychology has begun to take its place 

as a minor perturbation in the long history of 

the social science. The intellectual moment of 

the field has not been radically affected by 

crisis proclamations”. 



And of course, some disagreed there was a 

crisis at all. Deutsch (1976, p. 134): “Were I to 

engage in a polemic about theorizing in 

social psychology, my inclination would be to 

attack the “doom-criers”, those who assert 

that social psychology is in a "crisis which it 

must overcome if it is to survive."“ 



So did we solve any of the problems 

from the previous crisis?

Yes, we solved concerns about 

research ethics. It is worth reflecting 

on how we did this. 



Questions were raised regarding the 

acceptability of deception, and 

whether the negative consequences 

for subjects were balanced by the 

positive consequences of the 

knowledge that was gained.





The Cook Committee surveyed 

18000 APA members, and in 1973 

the APA published ‘Ethical Principles 

in the Conduct of Research with 

Human Participants’. This led to 

ethical review boards.

Stark, 2010



The APA took action, because they 

feared that if they would not, action 

would be forced upon them. 



A replication crisis



“The current incentive structure within psychology gives rise to a 

social dilemma in which researchers’ collective interests run in the 

opposite direction as the interests of individual researchers. The 

research community collectively benefits if researchers take the 

trouble to replicate each other’s work, because this improves the 

quality and reputation of the field by showing which observations 

are reliable. Yet, individually, researchers are better off by 

conducting only original research, because this will typically yield 

more publications and citations and thus ultimately greater 

rewards in terms of better jobs and more grant money.”

Koole & Lakens, 2012



When a finding fails to replicate, logically there 

are three possible reasons for a non-significant 

result. First, the original result could be a false 

positive, or Type 1 error. Second, the replication 

study yielded a false negative, or a Type 2 error. 

And third, the replication study might yield a 

non-significant result because there is an 

unknown moderator. 



Sidman (1960, p. 63), writes: “Failure to replicate a 

finding, within or among species, is a result of 

incomplete understanding of the controlling 

variables. This positive approach, as contrasted to 

the negative attitude that failure to replicate must 

brand a process as nongeneral, is actually the 

only road to an adequate evaluation of 

generality.”



In the second crisis, it became more accepted to 

attribute failures to replicate to a Type 1 error 

instead. 

There were at least 5 reasons for this. 



1) publication of studies that failed to replicate 

highly cited findings in the field, 

2) the attention that these replication failures 

received 

3) a more widespread understanding of research 

practices that substantially inflate error rates 

4) making it more acceptable to interpret original 

findings as Type 1 errors

5) meta-scientific evidence that the rate at which 

studies could be replicated was surprisingly low. 



A theory crisis



Kruglanski, 1975



Meehl, 1978



What was to blame? 1) mindless statistics. 

Brewer Smith, 1972



What was to blame? 2) ‘fun’ studies. 

Ring, 1967



Have anything changed? No. 

Borsboom et al., 2021



“Psychologists who are ignorant of intellectual 

history are condemned to repeat it in their 

laboratories.

Richard E. Nisbett, The anticreativity letters



A crisis of applicability



Miller.,1969, Presidential Address APA



Helmreich,1975



The hope was there would be an increase in field 

experiments instead of field studies. 

But metascientific research shows there is no 

increase in field studies in response to the first 

(Higbee & Wells, 1972) or second (Doliński, 2018) 

crisis. 



Quiz time!



What are the benefits of doing field studies?
What are the downsides of doing field studies?



Have concerns about the 

relevance of psychological 

science disappeared? 

Or have we just stopped talking 

about it? 



A generalizability crisis



Silverman,1971



Epstein,1980



“At the same time, the current focus on 

reproducibility and replicability risks distracting us 

from more important, and logically antecedent, 

concerns about generalizability. The root problem is 

that when the manifestation of a phenomenon is 

highly variable across potential measurement 

contexts, it simply does not matter very much 

whether any single realization is replicable or not”. 

Yarkoni,2021



A meta-scientific study by Dipboye and 

Flanagan (1979) found that both field 

studies and lab experiments sample from 

a limited range of subject, settings, and 

behaviors, and that both types of studies 

therefore provide little guarantees that 

observed findings will generalize. 



The Psychological Science 

Accelerator aims to accumulate 

generalizable knowledge. 



A methodological crisis





1) performing unplanned analyses, 

2) hypothesizing after results are known

3) performing a large number of tests and only 

reporting significant results

4) cutting and slicing data in originally unintended 

ways

5) not correcting for multiple comparisons

6) selectively reporting significant results, 

7) not reporting non-significant results, 

8) checking for errors after negative results, but not 

checking for errors after positive results 

9) reporting statistically significant but practically 

insignificant effects



This is arguably the area where 

most progress has been made 

this crisis – high awareness, 

preregistration, Registered 

Reports, bias detection. 



What causes crises?



Bad incentives.

Clark,1927



Publication bias.

Dunnette,1966



A lack of coordination. If we want to 

solve our remaining crises we will 

need a coordinated effort – this 

means shared goals, 

interdependencies between 

researchers, and management. 

Sajedeh Rasti
Rasti, S., Vaesen, K., & Lakens, D. (2025). The Need for Scientific 
Coordination. OSF. https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/vjcfk_v2

https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/vjcfk_v2


Grazi!

https://osf.io/ejqa2/
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