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Introduction 

Anecdotal evidence from psychology teachers suggests that 

students are often unimpressed by psychological findings, 

making claims such as ‘we already knew that’. Furnham (2003) 

notes that obviousness is one of the “most consistent attacks 

on psychology by laypeople” (p.101). Academic critics have 

subjected psychology to the same criticism, arguing that the 

knowledge it provides is predominately common-sense. For 

instance, Joynson (1974) commented “psychology, it seems, is a 

science which specialises not in discovery but in re-

discovery” (p.34).  

Social psychology in particular has been subject to this 

criticism. This is because of its overlap with ‘common-sense 

psychology’, the knowledge base that laypeople have about 

social phenomena, acquired through social experience, rather 

than research or formal instruction. Social psychology 

inevitably crosses paths with common-sense psychology, since 

it serves to clarify and test common-sense ideas and beliefs 

(Furnham, 1983). The overlap can be useful to laypeople 

because it means that social psychological findings, unlike 

many other scientific findings, are easily comprehensible and 

have a direct and obvious application to everyday life. 

However, the consequences of the overlap are less positive for 

social psychology as a discipline: critics have recurrently 

argued that social psychological findings are obvious.  

We might find ourselves asking why we continue to study, and 

fund the study of, obvious phenomena in the face of such 

criticism. Why do we not disregard the study of social 

psychological facts which laypeople already know, and focus 

our future efforts on finding out things they do not know? 

Should we cut the obvious research from psychology courses, 
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leaving these chapters blank, to allow students to drawn upon 

their own lay knowledge instead?  

This paper will discuss social psychology as a discipline 

which re-discovers the obvious. It will consider the 

relationship between common-sense and psychological findings, 

then discuss the ways in which the obviousness critique has 

impacted trends in social psychological research. Next, the 

implications that neglecting the study of the obvious would 

have for social psychology will be discussed. The possibility 

that the obviousness of social psychological findings has been 

over-estimated will also be considered. Finally, a conclusion 

will be reached concerning whether social psychology should 

continue to study the obvious.  

The relationship between common-sense and research 

findings 

‘Obvious’ is one of four possible classifications of 

psychological research findings. The others are ‘interesting’, 

‘not interesting’ and ‘unpublishable’. The classification of a 

finding depends on, firstly, whether the fact studied is part 

of common-sense psychology, and secondly, whether the finding 

shows confirmatory evidence for this fact, or evidence against 

it. These classifications can be seen in table 1 below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1: The classifications of research following a positive or negative finding 
when the subject of study is, or is not, part of common sense psychology. Adapted 
from “Action and Common-Sense Understanding” Lecture Materials. D. D. Clarke 
(November 26, 2014). Adapted with permission.  

 Finding is part of 
common-sense 
psychology 

Finding is not part 
of common-sense 
psychology 

Positive 
result 

‘Obvious’ ‘Interesting’ 

Negative 
result 

Not publishable ‘Not interesting’ 
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The obviousness critique generally refers to psychological 

research that finds confirmatory evidence for facts that are 

part of common-sense psychology. However, since academics 

criticise psychology for providing little more than common-

sense could, they imply that it provides at least a small 

amount of non-obvious, and therefore ‘interesting’ findings. 

These are likely to be confirmatory evidence for facts which 

are not part of common-sense psychology (D. D. Clarke, 

personal communication, November 26, 2014). They are 

interesting because they contrast our beliefs and assumptions. 

Davis (1971) examined the most interesting social theories, 

operationalising ‘interestingness’ as wide circulation outside 

of the discipline in which it was developed. Davis found that 

these theories all contradicted their audiences’ assumptions. 

We can draw a parallel to the Gestalt laws of perceptual 

organisation (Koffka, 1935): in the same way that objects 

arouse perceptive interest if they stand out against a 

background (e.g. Zhang et al., 2010), propositions arouse 

cognitive interest if they stand out against our assumptions. 

An example of an interesting finding is Hrobjartsson & 

Gotzsche’s (2001) discovery that a saline solution placebo 

drug was equally as effective as morphine in killing pain. 

This contradicts our expectations: if we were given saline 

solution as a substitute for morphine following a surgical 

operation we would probably protest, believing that it will 

not be effective, and yet it appears to be no different to 

morphine. 

As well as obvious and interesting findings, psychological 

research also generates ‘non-interesting’ findings; these are 

evidence against facts which are not part of common-sense 

psychology. The public is not interested in research that 

disconfirms facts which they never believed to be true in the 

first place. For example, no-one would be interested in 

evidence which showed that the sky is not pink after all.  



5 
 

The final type of finding which psychological research can 

generate is an ‘unpublishable’ one. These are evidence against 

facts which are part of common-sense psychology. They are 

generally not published due to the publishing bias, which 

describes the fact that findings which confirm a current 

belief are more likely to be published than findings which 

contradict it. The publishing bias might be a result of the 

‘confirmation bias’, which has been documented in cognitive 

psychology (see Nickerson, 1998, for review), occurring in the 

peer review process. The confirmation bias is the tendency for 

people to seek out information which is partial to their 

existing beliefs. Although the publication bias has been 

criticised (e.g. Mahoney, 1977) and does not fit with the 

proposition that scientists should seek to falsify rather than 

confirm current logic in order to advance (Popper, 1972), it 

remains a problem.  

Therefore, social psychologists face a dilemma as to what to 

study. If they study facts which are part of common-sense 

psychology, their finding will either seem obvious or is 

unlikely to be published. Whereas if they study facts which 

are not part of common-sense psychology, they might find 

something interesting, but they run a high risk of finding 

something with little relevance to any audience.  
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Implications of the obviousness critique for 

trends in social psychological research 

In response to criticism for studying the obvious, a bias 

emerged in social psychology in the 1960’s for demonstrating 

the non-obvious (Kelley, 1992). Researchers set out to 

undermine laypeople’s assumptions and therefore produce 

interesting findings. Notable findings from this time period 

include Festinger & Carlsmith’s (1959) cognitive dissonance 

experiment, and Milgram’s (1963) studies of obedience to 

authority. Festinger and Carlsmith demonstrated that people 

enjoy tasks more if they are paid less to do them, and Milgram 

showed that most ordinary people could be persuaded by a 

scientist to almost fatally electrocute someone. Both of these 

findings seemed counter-intuitive at the time. Although, it 

should be noted that they may not appear as counter-intuitive 

today, as they have been widely circulated in popular culture, 

which has been argued to influence our common-sense beliefs 

(Gergen, 1973).  

Some researchers at the time even protected their findings 

from the obviousness critique by asking people to predict the 

findings of their experiment before it was conducted. Milgram 

described the procedure used in his original obedience 

experiment to psychiatrists and laypeople. He asked them to 

predict the outcome, and found that both groups’ judgements 

were wildly inaccurate. Furthermore, Doob & Gross (1968) asked 

laypeople whether they were more likely to honk at a high or 

low status car if it was paused at a green traffic light.  

Almost all participants responded saying they were more likely 

to honk at a high-status car, yet their subsequent field 

experiment showed the opposite results.  

To some extent, the bias for demonstrating the non-obvious 

remains today. This is because scientists still judge research 

findings by their obviousness (Miller & Pollock, 1994). The 
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prominence of ‘obviousness’ as a current judgment criterion 

for research can be seen in the way that counter-intuitive 

discoveries tend to be published in highly prestigious 

journals (Richard, Bond & Stokes-Zoota, 2001). Therefore 

studies which find non-obvious findings become well known and 

widely circulated. Davis (1971) notes the personal incentive 

involved in this: “the best way to make a name for oneself in 

an intellectual discipline is to be interesting- denying the 

assumed while affirming the unanticipated” (p.343). Therefore 

psychologists continue to be motivated to make non-obvious 

discoveries.   

Implications of neglecting the study of the 
obvious  

The 1960’s bias towards seeking out non-obvious findings was 

successful in generating excitement in the field of social 

psychology, and the effects can still be seen today. For 

instance, five decades later, Milgram’s obedience experiments 

remain amongst the most well-known studies from the 20th 

century (Baker, 2013). Generating excitement in popular 

culture is useful for a discipline, as it is likely to secure 

funding to carry out further research. On the other hand, 

focusing on the non-obvious and neglecting the obvious might 

also have negative consequences such as neglecting the study 

of important phenomena, neglecting the study of causal 

factors, limiting the advancement of social psychological 

knowledge, and leaving our lay knowledge inaccurate and 

incomplete.  

The first potential negative consequence is overlooking the 

study of phenomena in the world which laypeople deem 

important. Research has shown that laypeople do not 

necessarily equate obviousness with importance. Richard et al. 

(2001) asked 180 college students to evaluate meta-analysis 

research findings from a wide range of social psychology 
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topics. These included aggression, group processes and 

attributions. They found that findings which were judged as 

obvious were also judged as important: the correlation between 

obviousness and importance was r=.62. However, perceiving 

findings as important could mean that people think that they 

are important facts to know, but not necessarily important to 

conduct research on. Nevertheless, in a second study, Richard 

et al. asked another set of participants to evaluate the same 

repertoire of social psychological findings in terms of how 

important they believed they were to conduct research on. They 

found that the more obvious a research finding was judged by 

participants in the initial study, the more participants in 

the second study deemed the importance of conducting research 

on it. Therefore, neglecting the study of obvious phenomena 

might lead to the neglect of phenomena which laypeople find 

important.  

Additionally, neglecting the study of obvious phenomena might 

lead us to neglect the study of causal factors. What is 

‘obvious’ about obvious phenomena is the fact that they occur; 

however, their causal factors are less obvious. Researchers 

often use current affairs and high-profile events as the basis 

for their research. For example, Milgram conducted his 

obedience study in order to understand the obedience to 

authority which occurred in Nazi Germany (Banaji & Crowder, 

1989). Moreover, Latane & Darley (1970) conducted their study 

on the ‘bystander effect’ following the Kitty Genovese case in 

which 38 people passively witnessed a young woman being killed 

in the middle of a residential street in New York City without 

helping or calling the police. Laypeople are likely to be 

aware of the occurrence of these events too, but they are 

unlikely to be able to provide the depth of insight into their 

causal factors that psychological research can provide. Causal 

factors are important to study, even if the occurrence of the 

phenomena they cause is obvious. For instance, the fact that 
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an object will come down after being thrown up in the air is 

an obvious everyday observation. However, the cause of this 

phenomenon, gravity, is an important subject of study. To 

relate this back to social psychology, it might be obvious 

that people are more aggressive than normal when they are in 

the crowd at a football match. But the hypothesised cause of 

this aggression, ‘deindividuation’, is an important subject of 

study. Deindividuation describes the heightened level of 

aggression shown by individuals when they are in an anonymous 

group (Zimbardo, 1969). Understanding deindividuation is 

important in order to prevent aggression occurring. Therefore 

choosing not to study aggression in football crowds, because 

its occurrence is obvious, may limit our understanding of 

deindividuation.  Therefore we might not have the insight 

needed in order to determine how to prevent it, allowing 

football crowd aggression to continue to have detrimental 

effects on football fans. Thus, it is clear that we need to 

study obvious phenomena in order to gain insight into their 

important causal factors.   

Furthermore, neglecting the study of the obvious might limit 

the advancement of our social psychological knowledge. This 

might occur is because there are more non-obvious behavioural 

events at the ‘microlevel’ of behaviour compared to the 

‘mesolevel’ of behaviour. Volmer (1984) describes the 

microlevel as the level at which small-scale, rapidly 

occurring events, such as eye-blinks, occur. He describes the 

mesolevel as the level at which events with immediate and 

direct consequences, such as face-to-face interaction with 

others, occur. Naturally, most lay knowledge concerns events 

occurring at the mesolevel, because we perform most daily 

activities at this level. Manzi & Kelley (reported in Kelley, 

1992) demonstrated that people held accurate beliefs 

concerning how heterosexual relationships work, which operate 

at the mesolevel of behaviour. Laypeople are more naïve about 
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events at the microlevel. For example, Kaye (1977) 

demonstrated that mothers believed jiggling their infants 

during a pause in nursing would stimulate them to continue. 

However a micro-analysis of the processes showed that jiggling 

actually delays the return to nursing. Therefore if research 

only studied non-obvious phenomena, it would deter away from 

studying mesolevel behaviour, such as interpersonal and group 

processes, and towards studying microlevel behaviour, such as 

mediating cognitive and emotional processes. This is 

problematic for our advancement in social psychological 

knowledge because understanding behaviour at the mesolevel is 

a pre-requisite for understanding behaviour at the microlevel 

(Kelley, 1992). Therefore, our understanding of microlevel 

behaviour can only expand within the limits of what we already 

know about mesolevel behaviour. Thus, neglecting the study of 

the obvious would not be beneficial to the advancement of 

social psychological knowledge.   

Finally, the study of obvious phenomena is also important in 

order to refine and extend our lay knowledge. Some academics 

claim that “the layman’s understanding of human nature is both 

extensive and reliable” (Joynson, 1974, p.16). Although much 

of our lay knowledge is correct, much of it is inaccurate. For 

instance, our ancestors knew that certain types of mushrooms 

were poisonous, yet they also ‘knew’ that tomatoes were 

poisonous (Banaji & Crowder, 1989). Additionally, the parts of 

lay knowledge which are correct do not comprise a coherent 

theory of human behaviour (Stanovich, 1998). According to 

Kelley (1992), our lay knowledge primarily consists of main 

effects of variables, but we are less attuned to background 

factors and interactions between variables.  Lay people are 

generally not aware of the inaccuracy and incompleteness of 

their common-sense knowledge (Dunbar, 1995). They are not 

receptive to the differences between their mental 

representations of things in the world and the actual real-
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world representations. This can likened to the ‘change 

blindness’ literature (see Simons & Levin, 1997, for review) 

in which people fail to recognise a change in a scene which 

they have a mental representation of. Overconfidence in one’s 

knowledge has also been documented in the cognitive psychology 

literature on text comprehension. Research has found that when 

people misunderstand a piece of text, they are usually 

oblivious to their mistakes (Lin & Zabrucky, 1998). Therefore, 

trusting in their mental representations, lay people may not 

be motivated to correct or extend their lay knowledge. Hence, 

without the study of obvious facts in order to refine and 

extend our lay knowledge, it will remain skeletal and somewhat 

inaccurate.  

Is the obvious really obvious? 

Due to the large overlap between common-sense psychology and 

social psychology, it is likely that some psychological 

findings are obvious. However, it is also possible that the 

proportion of findings that are obvious has been over-

estimated. This might be due to cognitive factors; namely the 

‘hindsight bias’ and the ‘cue familiarity model’, people’s 

information interpretation skills, or social factors. 

First, the cognitive factors will be discussed. Hindsight bias 

(Fischhoff & Beyth, 1975), a well-documented bias in cognitive 

psychology, describes the tendency for people to over-estimate 

their ability to have predicted an event after it has already 

occurred. Stafford (2007) argued that saying something is 

obvious, after being told it, is different to getting there 

first. In fact, Stafford argues, psychological findings should 

be obvious in retrospect because this indicates that people 

have understood them and can relate to them. Therefore it is 

possible that, in hindsight, individuals over-estimate their 

ability to have predicted social psychological findings, thus 

over estimating the proportion of which are obvious. However, 
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this possibility is challenged by research which has found 

social psychological findings to be fairly predictable. 

Furnham, Thompson & Baluch (1998) investigated students’ 

ability to correctly answer multiple choice questions on 

social psychological research and theories, without having 

attended a related course. They found that students correctly 

picked the correct answer around 50% of the time and concluded 

that social psychological findings are predictable. 

Nonetheless, Furnham et al. note the possibility that the 

findings were predictable because the students were already 

aware of them, due to the fact that social psychological 

findings are often popularised in the media. However, this is 

unlikely to fully account for the students’ performance since, 

as detailed earlier, obvious findings do not become widely 

circulated outside of their disciplines. Alternatively, it is 

possible that findings were predictable because they came from 

introductory social psychology textbooks, and thus were simple 

enough to be answered using common-sense alone. If the 

questions had been based on texts with a greater depth of 

knowledge, such as research articles, the findings might have 

been less predictable. Finally, it should be noted that the 

remaining 50% of answers were not predictable. Therefore it 

appears as though the hindsight bias may account for some of 

the instances where social psychological findings are claimed 

to be obvious. 

Another cognitive factor which suggests that social 

psychological findings might seem more obvious than they 

actually are is the ‘cue familiarity model’ (Reder, 1987). 

This model proposes that ‘feelings of knowing’ result from 

familiarity with, rather than knowledge of, stimuli. Therefore 

social psychological findings might appear to be obvious to 

laypeople because they are familiar with the phenomena being 

studied from their everyday interactions, and misattribute 

their feelings of familiarity to knowledge. There is robust 
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empirical support for this misattribution. A classic example 

is Metcalfe, Schwartz & Joaquim’s (1993) study. They presented 

participants with pairs of cues and target words to learn. 

When presented with a cue, participants had to rate their 

‘feeling of knowing’ of the associated target word. They found 

that these ratings reflected the number of occasions that the 

cue was seen, rather than the participants’ ability to recall 

the target word. A more ecologically valid example, which used 

real world objects rather than artificial laboratory stimuli, 

is Rozenbilt & Kiel (2002). They found that participants rated 

their knowledge of everyday devices, including a toilet flush 

and a clothes zipper, as high, but reduced their ratings after 

being asked to describe how these worked. Thus, it appears as 

though they misattributed their familiarity with these objects 

for knowledge. However, it is notable that some research 

studies have failed to find a relationship between familiarity 

and ‘feelings of knowing’ judgments (e.g. Chua et al., 2012; 

Schwartz & Metcalfe, 1992). Nevertheless, it seems as though 

the cue familiarity model might explain some instances where 

social psychological findings appear obvious.      

Another explanation for why findings might appear more obvious 

than they actually are is that people have a remarkable 

ability to make sense of information. Therefore they might 

judge social psychological findings to be obvious simply 

because they can make sense of them. The human ability to make 

sense of information can be seen through the success of 

horoscopes. Horoscope writers give vague and general forecasts 

of events, yet the readers are able to interpret these as 

relatable to their own lives. There is also empirical evidence 

demonstrating people’s ability to make sense of information. 

Psychologist Bertram Forer gave a group of his psychology 

students a personality test (Forer, 1948). One week later, he 

presented each student with the same vague personality profile 

and asked them to rate how accurately it described them. The 
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average accuracy score that the students gave this generic 

profile was 4.26 on a scale from 0 (very poor) to 5 

(excellent). People’s astounding ability to make sense of 

information is further demonstrated by the fact that they are 

able to make sense of contradictory information, and even make 

sense of nonsense. Stouffer (1949, reported by Farr, 1981) 

demonstrated that people are able to make sense of 

contradictory information. He undertook research concerning 

the opinions of American soldiers during World War II. When he 

presented the findings to military commanders, they claimed 

that they were already aware of this information. However, 

they responded in the same way on another occasion when 

Stouffer reported the exact opposite of his findings. 

Furthermore, Garfinkel (1984) demonstrated that people are 

able to make sense of nonsense. He led his students to believe 

that he had created a counselling computer programme. He 

informed them that it was not yet at the finished stage of 

development, and therefore could only answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to 

questions it was asked. It was not in fact a counselling 

programme; it was a system that randomly generated ‘yes’ or 

‘no’ responses. Garfinkel reported that each of the students 

managed to interpret the systems’ responses to their questions 

in meaningful ways and felt that they had understood the 

intentions of the ‘counsellor’. Therefore it seems likely 

that, on many occasions, social psychological findings appear 

obvious simply because people can make sense of them. 

Finally, individuals might view social psychological findings 

as obvious due to social influences affecting the judgments 

they make about the finding’s obviousness. The impact of 

social influences on individual judgments has been well 

documented in social psychology. One type of influence which 

can impact judgments is ‘informational social influence’ 

(Deutsch & Gerald, 1955). This is when an individual accepts 

information they are told by another individual as proof of 
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reality. Asch (1952) empirically demonstrated this type of 

social influence impacting individuals’ judgments about the 

length of a series of lines. He found that one third of 

participants reported the same incorrect judgment as a group 

of confederates who gave their judgments first. When Asch 

spoke to the participants after the experiment, the majority 

said that their initial judgments were different to the one 

given by the confederates, but they had trusted the others’ 

judgments more than their own. Therefore, it could be that 

individuals judge social psychological findings to be obvious 

because they are aware of the obviousness critique of social 

psychology. This may be likely since it is the most consistent 

attack on psychology. Individuals might accept the critique as 

reality, and consequently judge social psychological findings 

to be obvious. Thus, social factors also suggest that the 

obviousness of social psychological findings may be over-

estimated.  

Conclusion: should we study the obvious? 

Although the study of phenomena that are part of common-sense 

psychology has led to widespread critique that social 

psychological findings are obvious, neglecting the study of 

these phenomena is less than desirable. The negative 

consequences of abandoning the study of obvious phenomena for 

social psychology, and for common-sense psychology, are far 

outweighed by the benefits. The benefits relate to improving 

the way that outsiders perceive social psychology, which is 

useful in securing research funding. However, the research 

carried out would fail to study phenomena important to 

laypeople and causal factors. Furthermore, it would focus on 

behaviour at the microlevel, which would limit the expansion 

of social psychological knowledge. In addition, our lay 

knowledge would also suffer, as it would remain limited in 

scope and accuracy.  
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There is also reason to suggest that the obviousness of social 

psychological findings has been over-estimated. Therefore, 

many research areas would be encompassed in the category of 

‘obvious’, and would be collapsed. This would mean that we 

would terminate the study of phenomena which we need 

psychological research in order to understand, falsely 

believing that we can explain it using introspection alone.  

Thus, we should continue to study, and fund the study of, 

obvious phenomena because it makes an integral contribution to 

both social psychological knowledge and common-sense 

knowledge. In fact, the apparent obviousness of social 

psychological research is an indication that people can 

understand the findings and relate them to their everyday 

life. Thus, the obviousness of social psychological findings 

should be embraced rather than disparaged. To conclude, no 

chapter should be intentionally left blank.  
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