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1.1. TYPES AND EXAMPLES 
 
     Lester et al (2004) noted that "[C]omplaints 
organisations and the courts continue to be plagued  by a 
small group of unusually persistent people who cons ume 
enormous amounts of resources" (p352). These are th e 
querulous, who may be "inhabiting the borderline be tween 
delusional psychosis and the fanatical preoccupatio ns of 
the psychopathic personalities" (Lester et al 2004 p352) 
(appendix 1A). 
 
     Mullen and Lester (2006) used the term querulo us to 
mean " a pattern of behaviour involving the unusually 
persistent pursuit of a personal grievance in a man ner 
seriously damaging to the individual's economic, so cial, 
and personal interests, and disruptive to the funct ioning 
of the courts and/or other agencies attempting to r esolve 
the claims" (p334). These researchers distinguished  three 
broad types: 
 
     i) Unusually persistent complainants (UPCs). 
 
     ii) Vexatious litigants (VLs) - Distinct from UPCs 
by the predominate use of the courts to pursue thei r 
grievance 1. 
 
     iii) Unusually persistent petitioners (UPPs) -  Those 

1  Because many terms are used which are pejorative, including "cranks" and "social pests", Coffey et al 
(2017) preferred "'hyperlitigious' persons". They stated that the term "does not include persons or 
entities that, because of their positions or professions, are forced to be involved in a large number of 
lawsuits for a primarily occupational or legal purpose" (Coffey et al 2017 p63).  
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"who in pursuit of idiosyncratic quests harass the 
powerful and prominent with petitions and pleas" (M ullen 
and Lester 2006 p334).  
 
     But Muller and Lester (2006) excluded "social 
reformers and campaigners who use litigation and 
complaint to advance agendas of potential public 
interest, even if they are pursuing unpopular cause s in a 
disruptive manner" (p334).  
     Table 1.1 gives a case study.  
 
 
� "A man in his late 40s made a complaint to the loca l bank manager 

over the manner in which mortgage documents had bee n prepared. 
There were grounds for legitimate concern as irregu larities had 
occurred, though of a minor nature and of a kind wh ich might have 
been expected to be to his advantage. This occurred  at a time when 
he was in considerable financial difficulties and w as experiencing 
marital problems. When his complaint was rejected, he took the 
matter to the banking ombudsman, stopped paying the  mortgage and 
initiated civil action. When, over the next year, h e failed to 
obtain a satisfactory resolution, he took up compla ints with the 
human rights commissioner, complained to the securi ties exchange 
commissioner, took a case through the consumer righ ts organisation 
and commenced further civil litigation. The foreclo sure on the 
mortgage initiated a further round of complaint and  litigation. 
Some four years after the initial complaint a serie s of bomb 
threats to courts and banks led to his prosecution and referral. 
When assessed he was righteously indignant, believi ng he had no 
choice but to have taken extreme action to bring at tention to an 
injustice that had destroyed him and his family and  threatened the 
very economic fabric of the nation. He firmly belie ved he was owed 
millions in punitive damages, and that when he inev itably 
prevailed this would bring down the transnational b anking 
corporation that owned his particular branch office . He regarded 
himself as a whistle blower, who would be publicly recognised as 
one of the major social reformers of his generation " (Mullen and 
Lester 2006 p338).  

 
Table 1.1 - Case study of querulous behaviour.  
 
 
     Coffey et al (2017) quoted the example of a wo man in 
California (around 2009) who filed 23 claims agains t a 
judge who had added her to the state's vexatious li tigant 
list. Her accusations against the judge included: 
 
� Had people harassing her, stalking her, making 

comments, tampering with her car, flattening her ca r 
tyres, making her car smell like gas and 'had 
government jet planes leave exhaust lines in the sk y'. 

 
� Committed conspiracy, assault and battery, mass bod ily 

injury with many unauthorised procedures. 
 
� Committed 'hate crimes on a daily basis from wicked  

people that [she has] never met' (pp66-67). 
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     Lester (2005) distinguished between the "norma l" 
complainant, who is able to "maintain perspective" 
(including the "ability to negotiate and accept 
reasonable settlement"), and the "difficult" compla inant, 
who "will generally attribute loss to external caus es and 
become not only aggrieved but also, to varying degr ees, 
indignant" (p17). He continued: " This is because, 
cognitively, their egocentric view of the world 
centralises their own importance and devalues and 
dehumanises others 2. There are distinct themes of 
victimisation. Hence they feel angry, innocent of 
responsibility and a victim of an unjust act" (Lest er 
2005 p17).  
     Lester (2005) accepted, however, that it is a 
heterogeneous group with "those who are purely mend acious 
and avaricious, and whose indignation is counterfei t" 
(p17). While "chronic grumblers" "simply lurch from  
irritation to irritation ensuring that their whole life 
is a series of complaints" (Lester 2005 p18), but t hose 
individuals with psychiatric illness show the signs  of 
their illness (eg: bizarre and delusional complaint s).   
 
 
1.2. RESEARCH AND VEXATIOUS LITIGANTS 
 
     Lester et al (2004) asked experienced complain ts 
professionals in six ombudsmen's offices in Austral ia to 
complete questionnaires on "unusually persistent 
complainants", and control cases (matched for gende r and 
age). Fifty-two persistent cases were identified, o f 
which three-quarters were men. 
     Lester et al (2004) summed up: "The unusually 
persistent pursued their complaints for longer, sup plied 
more written material, telephoned more often and fo r 
longer, intruded more frequently without an appoint ment, 
and ultimately were still complaining when the case  was 
closed or transferred. They differed from the contr ol 
group as predicted in being motivated at least in p art by 
desires for vindication and retribution, in the cur ious 
and dramatic forms in which they presented their cl aims, 
in how they behaved while pursuing their claims – 
particularly with regard to threats – and in how hi gh a 
price personally and socially they paid for that 
pursuit" (p354) 3.  
 
     Traditionally, querulous behaviour was seen as  a 
manifestation of paranoid or delusional disorders 4. 

2  Rudeness and aggression towards officials is common (appendix 1B). 
3  Other characteristics include vague and confusing speech, which assumes that the listener knows the 
details of the grievance, and they often refer to themselves in the third person (Lester 2005).  
4  Arreghini et al (2012) rejected querulous paranoia, and talked of querulousness as "determined by 
different psychopathological domains. These domains create a continuum, spanning from severe 
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Kraeplin referred to "querulant paranoia" in the ea rly 
20th century, while van Krafft-Ebbing used the term  
"paranoia querulantium" in the 1870s (Mullen and Le ster 
2006). Casper used the German word "Querulantenwahn " 
(translated as "litigant's delusion"; Coffey et al 2017) 
in the 1850s, while Lane in 1902 described a case o f 
"litigious insanity", "in which the main delusion o f the 
patient is that he is entitled to legal damage and hence 
is imbued with a fanatical desire to fight the wron g or 
injury to the last extreme" (quoted in Levy 2015) 5.  
     In terms of the classification of mental disor ders, 
the American Psychiatric Association's (APA) DSM-II I in  
1980 included querulous behaviour under "persecutor y 
delusions", while subsequent editions used "querulo us 
paranoia" (as a delusional disorder, persecutory ty pe). 
In the World Health Organisation's (WHO) ICD-10, 
"paranoia querulous" is "a self-standing 'persisten t 
delusional disorder'" (Levy 2015) (appendix 1C).  
     However, in recent years, the term querulous a nd its  
diagnosis has been used less by psychiatrists. " In part 
the decline in interest was because of the distrust  of 
the concept of paranoia..., in part the rejection o f the 
overtly judgemental labels, which reified those who  
evinced unusually persistent complaining as neuroti c 
quarrellers or querulous psychopaths... In part 
it may have been a recognition that the labels were  
obscuring more than they revealed about this comple x and 
multi-faceted behaviour" (Mullen and Lester 2006 p3 35).  
 
     Levy (2015) offered some reasons why VLs are " seldom 
pathologised", and consequently "why querulous para noia 
has been an illness seldom diagnosed in English-spe aking 
countries" (p46).  
 
     1. Seen as maverick (eg: Australia; Smith 2009 ). 
 
     2. Self-representing litigants (or "litigants in 
person") can be difficult, but the " will to defend 
oneself, though it may lead to misuse, cannot be 
considered an illness, for it corresponds to the 
fundamental right to defend oneself, which is one o f the 
cornerstones of all the legal traditions inherited from 
British common law" (Levy 2015 p42). 
 
     3. Positive fictional portrayals of the indivi dual 

personality disorders or, quite seldom, primitive delusional syndromes, to conditions dominated by 
stressors or major life events in individuals otherwise not mentally ill" (p6).  
5  Another term used was "persecuted-persecutors" (Coffey et al 2017).  
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vs "the system". 
 
     Lester (2005) advised court officials to recog nise 
VLs by the "six Vs" - "they display volatile emotio ns, 
feel victimised, seek vindication, produce volumino us and 
vague communications, and vary their demands" (p19) . 
 
     Mullen and Lester (2006) "found it useful" to use 
five domains to understand how querulous behaviour 
progressed over time: 
 
     a) The claims process. 
 
     b) The outcome of the grievance - Moving from minor 
grievance to widespread campaign. 
 
     c) The supposed agents of injustice - Moving f rom an 
individual to the whole of an organisation. 
 
     d) The state of mind - Rigid and obsessional 6. 
 
     e) The social circumstances - eg: financial ru in 
from spending all their money on pursuing the griev ance. 
 
     There is a "complete focus on their quest for a 
personal vision of justice to which all else is 
subordinated" (Mullen and Lester 2006 p338). The 
individual can present their ideas plausibly and 
apparently rationally, which distinguishes them fro m 
deluders. " The enthusiasm and passionate engagement in 
their quest for supposed justice can obscure the 
essential absurdity of these expectations and distr act 
attention from the chaos the pursuit has created fo r 
themselves and those around them" (Mullen and Leste r 2006 
p340). 
 
     Cognitive distortions displayed include (Mulle n and 
Lester 2006) 7: 
 
� The world divides into "for" (those fully supportiv e of 

the cause) or "against" (everybody else) - ie: no 
"middle ground".  

 
� Failure or defeat is due to malevolent forces.  
 
� Compromise is seen as a "humiliating defeat".  
 
� "The grievance is the defining moment of their live s" 

6  They have been described as "inflexible with difficulties with intimacy, assertive, hyper-sensitive to 
criticism, and distrustful" (Ungvari et al 1997 quoted in Lester 2005).   
7  Cognitive distortions are not unique to querulous individuals (appendix 1D). 
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(p342).  
 
� Because of the justness of their cause, they must 

continue (whatever the consequences).  
 
     Coffey et al's (2017) explanation for the VL w as 
more than just the desire for attention, rather the y seek 
"public recognition for their willingness to strugg le on 
behalf of others" (p67). These authors suggested a 
parallel with factitious disorder. Individuals here  
benefit from the "sick role", whereas VLs take on t he 
"victim role" (or "victim syndrome"; Manfred and de  Vries 
2014; appendix 1E). Coffey et al (2017) " hypothesised 
that these individuals viewed themselves as victims  of 
someone else's negligence or wrongdoing and subsequ ently 
sought to receive sympathy or retribution for the 
hardships they faced, much as patients with factiti ous 
disorder seek sympathy and relief from their claime d 
symptoms" (p68).  
     Furthermore, individuals with factitious disor der 
often hold grudges against medical professionals or  the 
healthcare system over previous treatment, and they  
amplify minor symptoms in the way that VLs do for m inor 
grievances (Coffey et al 2017).  
 
     Mullen and Lester (2006) commented, based on t he 
experiences at their clinic in Australia: " Whether a 
querulous individual is, or is not, deluded at a 
particular moment often generates debate. This 
distinction can be critical as it determines whethe r or 
not the individual will be subjected to compulsory 
treatment. Given that few will accept treatment 
voluntarily, at least initially, what is at issue i s, in 
effect, whether to treat (appendix 1F). The querulo us 
individual can present with plausibility, and appar ent 
reasonableness. It can be a daunting task to try to  
concentrate on an unending stream of speech and of 
proffered documents, both of which can combine appa rent 
pedantic precision with rambling obscurantism" (p34 4).  
 
     Prior to the querulousness, the individuals ha ve 
"often received some blow to their individual sense  of 
self-esteem or security" (Lester 2005 p18) (eg: los s of 
employment; separation). Such that the grievance ec hoes 
previous losses (Lester 2005).   
 
     In terms of the risk of violence, attacks on 
officials are "by no means uncommon", and these hav e 
usually been preceded by increasing threats (Mullen  and 
Lester 2006). Interestingly, a previous criminal hi story 
or substance abuse is rare (Lester 2005).  
 
     Mullen and Lester (2006) summed up that 
"querulousness is a disorder of behaviour to which there 
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may be a contribution from varying mixtures of ment al 
disorder, vulnerabilities arising from both persona lity 
traits and social situation, contemporary sources o f 
distress and disturbance, and last, but not least, by the 
nature of the systems for resolving grievances. The  
disorder, we believe, and therefore the pathology, lies 
first and foremost in the behaviour and its consequ ences, 
and only secondarily in any abnormality of mental 
function postulated to drive the behaviour" (p348).  
 
     Tewarie and Van Der Zwaard's (2016) review of the 
literature led to a spectrum "with fluent transitio ns 
from normal complaining behaviour, querulous behavi our 
which is based on a paranoid, narcissistic or obses sive-
compulsive personality structure, to severe patholo gies 
like a delusional disorder" (p37). 
 
 
1.3. MISCELLANEOUS 
  
     Tucker et al (2007) explored the idea that 
oppositional defiant disorder (ODD) in childhood be comes 
querulous behaviour in adulthood. The authors propo sed 
two criteria for querulous behaviour on top of a OD D 
diagnosis: 
 
     i) Frequent baseless complaints against those who 
disagree about the perceived injustice against the 
individual. 
 
     ii) Not discouraged by failure in complaints, as 
seen in demands for exceptional treatment, use of 
exaggeration or lies, demeaning of those who disagr ee, 
and claims of superiority. 
 
     Tucker et al (2007) found thirteen historical cases 
in the German literature that fitted this pattern. 
   
     Levy et al (2017) reflected upon self-immolati ng in 
public by a small number of querulous individuals a s a 
"protest against an economic, social, and/or politi cal 
injustice" 8. 
     Levy et al (2017) noted the following 
characteristics: 
 
� The public dimension of the self-immolation: "The 

querulous plaintiffs carry out their suicidal proje ct 
before the eyes of those who didn't want to grant t hem 
what they yearned for" (Levy et al 2017 p7). 

8  Baechler (1975 quoted in Levy et al 2017) distinguished between "escapist suicides" (to get away 
from a particular situation), "aggressive suicides" (to harm the self or others), and "oblative suicides" 
(for a cause).  
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� The grievance is expanded from personal to public: "The 
querulous individuals tend to accuse their society as a 
whole. The others, they say, pushed them into suici de" 
(Levy et al 2017 p7). 

 
� The individuals perceive themselves as martyrs: "Th ey 

take it upon themselves to cleanse away their socie ty's 
most 'burning' problems. They may describe themselv es 
as exemplary citizens who struggle against injustic e or 
put forward their altruistic intentions" (Levy et a l 
2017 p7). 

 
 
1.4. APPENDIX 1A - ABNORMALITY 
 
     Abnormality can be defined in statistical term s as 
behaviour shown by a minority. But such a definitio n has 
the potential to stigmatise diverse and infrequent 
behaviour that is "harmless" (ie: not a sign of a m ental 
health issues). So, alternative ways of defining 
abnormality, when it is "harmful", are used, includ ing: 
 
     a) Suffering - The behaviour causes the indivi dual 
to suffer in some way (eg: risk to health; loss of 
friends). But individuals who lack insight, for ins tance, 
may not experience any problem with their behaviour . 
 
     b) Disadvantage - An individual "may not make 
optimal use of their life because the illness holds  them 
back" (Stuart-Hamilton 2002 p3). But during mania, for 
example, individuals can be highly productive/creat ive. 
 
     c) Unexpectedness - A behaviour is defined as 
abnormal because it is unexpected. As in the exampl e of 
looking at people in an opposite house from your ow n 
(Stuart-Hamilton 2002): 
 
     i. Watch them if their and your curtains are o pen. 
 
     ii. Switch off own light and watch them when t heir 
curtains are open. 
 
     iii. Watch them through a gap in your own or t heir 
curtains. 
 
     iv. Sneak up their fire escape to look through  their 
window. 
      
     v. Use own ladder to climb up and look through  their 
window (curtains closed or open). 
 
     But this ends up as a statistical definition, as in 
the case of infrequency (v above), or a socially 
acceptable/unacceptable definition (iv and v above) . 
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1.5. APPENDIX 1B - WITNESSING RUDENESS 
 
     Witnessing rudeness to others can trigger a ne gative 
emotional response in the observer, which, in turn,  
affects their performance and creativity. Porath an d Erez 
(2009) showed this in three studies. 
 
     In Study 1, 74 US undergraduates individually 
witnessed the experimenter being rude or not to a 
confederate student before completing anagrams (cog nitive 
test) and a creativity task (eg: different uses for  a 
brick). In the rudeness condition, the confederate 
arrived late and the experimenter said: "What is it  with 
you? You arrive late... you're irresponsible... loo k at 
you... how do you expect to hold a job in the real 
world?" (Porath and Erez 2009 p32). In the control 
condition, the experimenter said nothing. 
     The number of anagrams solved correctly in ten  
minutes was significantly less in the rudeness than  
control condition (mean 4.8 vs 5.8 out of 10), and the 
number of creative uses for a brick produced in fiv e 
minutes was also significantly less (mean 7.9 vs 9. 7). 
"These results suggest that the effects of rudeness  are 
not confined to the perpetrator and victim. Instead , 
rudeness affects witnesses and it has a detrimental  
effect on their performance" (Porath and Erez 2009 p34) 9. 
 
     In Study 2, 68 undergraduates individually wit nessed 
rudeness by a peer. Otherwise, this experiment was the 
same as the previous one in methodology, and in fin dings 
(figure 1.1).  
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(Data from Porath and Erez 2009 table 5 p35) 

 
Figure 1.1 - Mean scores in Study 2. 
 

9   Porath and Erez (2007) found that an experimenter rude towards the participant reduced the 
participant's performance and creativity. 
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     Study 3 investigated whether witnessing rudene ss 
reduces pro-social behaviour generally. Eighty 
undergraduates witness the rudeness or not as in St udy 1, 
and then participated in a co-operative or competit ive 
version of the anagram solving and creativity tasks  with 
the victim of the rudeness. The two independent var iables 
(rudeness or not, and type of situation) meant that  there 
were four independent conditions in the experiment.   
     Witnessing rudeness reduced performance and 
creativity more in the co-operative than competitiv e 
situation. So, "competitiveness with the victim red uced 
the effects of witnessing rudeness on task performa nce... 
Note, however, that the effects of witnessing ruden ess 
did not disappear under the competitive situation" 
(Porath and Erez 2009 p41). 
 
 
1.6. APPENDIX 1C - DIAGNOSIS 
 
     Effective diagnosis requires that a particular  
disorder is correctly identified (sensitivity), and  those 
individuals without the disorder will be recognised  as so 
(specificity). Improvements in sensitivity of diagn ostic 
criteria will lead to higher prevalence rates, and 
improvements in specificity will produce lower prev alence 
rates. In other words, there should be no overall c hange 
in prevalence after the introduction of better diag nostic 
criteria. 
 
     The reliability of diagnostic criteria are tes ted by 
two independent clinicians diagnosing the same 
individuals (inter-rater reliability), and by the 
diagnosis of the same individuals at two different points 
in time by the same clinician (intra-rater reliabil ity). 
A combination of these two is test-retest reliabili ty.  
     There are two sources of "noise" in reliabilit y 
testing - "the inconsistency of expression of the 
diagnostic criteria by patients and the application  of 
those criteria by the clinicians" (Kraemer et al 20 12 
p13). In the former case, it is tempting to study 
"unequivocally symptomatic" individuals compared to  
"unequivocally asympomatic" controls, thereby "omit ting 
the ambiguous middle of the population for whom 
diagnostic errors are the most common and most cost ly" 
(Kraemer et al 2012 p13).  
     Intra-rater reliability, which is "almost neve r 
assessed for psychiatric diagnosis because it is 
difficult to ensure blinding of two diagnoses by th e same 
clinician viewing, for example, the same diagnostic  
interview" (Kraemer et al 2012 p14), is usually bet ween 
0.6 and 0.8 (out of 1), while inter-rater reliabili ty is 
commonly between 0.4 and 0.6 for physical illness 
diagnosis (Kraemer et al 2012).  
     Kraemer et al (2012) commented: "It is unreali stic 
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to expect that the quality of psychiatric diagnoses  can 
be much greater than that of diagnoses in other are as of 
medicine, where diagnoses are largely based on evid ence 
that can be directly observed. Psychiatric diagnose s 
continue to be based on inferences derived from pat ient 
self-reports or observations of patient behaviour" (p14).  
 
 
1.7. APPENDIX 1D - DECISION-MAKING AND COGNITIVE BIAS IN 
EVERYDAY LIFE 
 
     Decision-making can be viewed in terms of diff erent 
levels of rationality based on the time and knowled ge 
available (Gigerenzer and Todd 1999): 
 
     i) "Unbounded rationality" - individuals can a ssess 
all options with no constraints. "Unbounded rationa lity 
recreates humans in the image of God, or in a secul arised 
version thereof" (Gigerenzer 2001 p116). 
 
     ii) "Optimisation under constraint" - logical 
decisions based on the limited information availabl e. 
 
     iii) "Bounded rationality: satisficing" - deci sion-
making when alternatives are encountered sequential ly by 
satisficing (Simon 1990) (ie: "the shortcut of sett ing an 
adjustable aspiration level and ending the search f or 
alternatives as soon as one is encountered that exc eeds 
the aspiration level" (Gigerenzer and Todd 1999 p13 ).  
 
     iv) "Bounded rationality: fast and frugal 
heuristics" - shortcuts ("fast and frugal heuristic s") in 
decision-making based on simple rules. 
     Gigerenzer (1999) outlined some of the differe nt 
heuristics, including: 
 
     a) Ignorance-based decision-making: recognitio n 
heuristic - "If one of two objects is recognised an d the 
other is not, then infer that the recognised object  has 
the higher value" (Gigerenzer 2001 p119).  
     For example, Goldstein and Gigerenzer (1999) a sked 
US students which city of San Diego and San Antonio  had 
more inhabitants. Around two-thirds were right (San  
Diego), but all of a group of German students got t he 
right answer. Most of the latter students had never  heard 
of San Antonio, and so chose San Diego as the recog nised 
city. 
     This heuristic can produce the "less-is-more 
effect", where, with increasing knowledge, performa nce 
increases up to a certain point and then drops, as the 
recognition heuristic can be used less and less oft en" 
(Gigerenzer 2001 p120). In Goldstein and Gigerenzer 's 
(1999) study, US students were better at guessing t he 
most populated cities in Germany from a list than i n the 
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USA. 
 
     b) One-reason decision-making: take the best -  
Choose the object that has the highest value on a 
selected criterion. Czerlinski et al (1999) asked 
participants to decide on different situations base d on 
varying amounts of information. For example, which US 
cities had the higher rates of homelessness and six  
sources of information provided. Individuals used o ne 
criterion (eg: level of rent control) to get the co rrect 
answer rather than all the information (Gigerenzer 2001). 
 
 
1.7.1. Confirmatory Bias and Resistance to Alternatives 
 
     "Confirmatory bias" is "the tendency for human s to 
seek out, attend to, and sometimes embellish experi ences 
which support or 'confirm' their beliefs. Confirmat ory 
experiences are selectively welcomed and granted ea sy 
credibility. Disconfirmatory experiences, on the ot her 
hand, are often ignored, discredited, or treated wi th 
obvious defensiveness" (Mahoney 1977 pp161-162).  
 
     Mahoney (1977) tested this bias with seventy-f ive 
academic reviewers of the "Journal of Applied Behav iour 
Analysis". A manuscript detailing a fictitious expe riment 
of pre-school children and behaviour modification w as 
created, but in five slightly different forms. The 
results were varied as positive, negative, mixed, o r none 
in relation to behaviour modification. The reviewer s were 
asked to rate the manuscript for five factors (eg: 
overall scientific contribution) on a four-point sc ale. 
     The manuscript with positive results was rated  more 
highly than negative results. The confirmatory bias  was 
evident in the preference for findings that confirm ed 
previous work rather than contradicted it, argued M ahoney 
(1977).  
 
     Resisting or discounting belief-contradictory 
information can occur by derogating the source of t he 
message. Where the message is science, the "scienti fic 
impotence discounting hypothesis [or "scientific 
impotence excuse"] predicts that people resist beli ef-
disconfirming scientific evidence by concluding tha t the 
topic of study is not amenable to scientific 
investigation" (Munro 2010 p579).  
     Munro (2010) showed this process in two experi ments. 
In Study 1, 84 US students read summaries of scient ific 
studies that concluded that the stereotypes about 
homosexuality were valid or not valid (eg: homosexu ality 
associated with mental illness), or a control group  who 
read about a neutral topic. The beliefs of the 
participants about homosexuality stereotypes had be en 
previously collected. After reading the summaries, 
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participants rated their belief that the topic cann ot be 
studied by scientific methods.  
     The participants who read the disconfirming 
summaries (ie: different to their beliefs) were "mo re 
likely to endorse the idea that scientific methods are 
incapable of answering the question of whether or n ot the 
stereotype is accurate" (Munro 2010 p589). 
 
     Study 2 confirmed the findings with 93 more 
students. Munro (2010) also asked about the ability  of 
science to study five unrelated topics (eg: effecti veness 
of death penalty as deterrent). Participants readin g 
disconfirming summaries had less faith in science 
generally. 
 
     Munro (2010) summed up: "The results of the cu rrent 
research suggest that, given the right situation, p eople 
discount scientific evidence that disconfirms an 
important belief by endorsing the idea that scienti fic 
methods are unable to address the topic. This proce ss 
(ie: scientific impotence discounting) also general ised 
to other topics that were unrelated to the original  
belief. In other words, being presented with belief -
disconfirming scientific evidence may lead to an er osion 
of belief in the efficacy of scientific methods" (p 593). 
 
 
1.7.2. Introspective Blindness 
 
     In stage magic, "forcing" is "the act in which  a 
subject reports to have made a free decision among equal 
possibilities while manipulated by the performer wh om, 
then, secretly knows the outcome of the choice" (Sh alom 
et al 2013 p1).  
     "Visual forcing" (VF) involves asking the indi vidual 
to choose a card from a whole deck while taking a m ental 
picture of it. Here, "magicians know that subjects tend 
to choose the last cards of the deck and the ones s hown 
long enough to influence choice, but subtle enough to 
make the procedure opaque" (Shalom et al 2013 p1). 
"Classical forcing" (CF) involves "asking one spect ator 
to pick a card on the deck held by the magician whi le 
timing the handling of the deck in such a way that the 
card to be forced reaches the subject's fingers at the 
moment he picks a card" (Shalom et al 2013 p1).  
 
     Shalom et al (2013) used VF to investigate "an  
individual ability to identify whether choices were  made 
freely or forced by external parameters" (p1). In a  field 
experiment, thirty-one participants in a public pla ce 
experienced four tricks - three choosing cards and a 
number freely thought - afterwards reported their 
feelings of choice. Some tricks involved forcing an d some 
genuine choice. The subjective perception of free c hoice 
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varied little between a forced choice and a genuine  free 
choice. 
     This is called "introspective blindness" (or " meta-
cognitive blindness"). It has been observed in deci sion-
making, where factors which govern decisions are no t 
available to the conscious mind, and afterwards, 
individuals confabulate their reasons for the decis ion. 
 
     Carpenter et al (2018) showed that meta-cognit ion 
could be improved by training. Sixty participants 
recruited via Amazon Mechanical Turk had to disting uish 
between sets of two images (eg: brightness of line) . Half 
of the participants were given feedback on their 
accuracy, and their meta-cognition improved despite  
objective performance remaining unchanged. In other  
words, individuals were better at knowing if they w ere 
right or wrong, rather than actually getting better  at 
being right or wrong.  
     The control group with no feedback showed no 
improvement in meta-cognition. The feedback group a lso 
showed better meta-cognition on a separate task (ie : one 
not practised at). 
     The accuracy of meta-cognition was scored by a  scale 
of 1 to 4 to rate confidence in performance accurac y. 
Critics argued that the participants improved in us ing 
this scale rather in their meta-cognition (Wilson 2 018). 
 
 
1.7.3. End of History Illusion 
 
     Quoidbach et al (2013) coined the term "end of  
history illusion" (EOHI) to describe how "people ma y 
believe that who they are today is pretty much who they 
will be tomorrow, despite the fact that it isn't wh o they 
were yesterday" (p96) (ie: the tendency to underest imate 
future changes in the self). 
     The researchers asked over 7500 adults recruit ed via 
the website of a popular French television programm e to 
complete a personality test. Later, some of the 
individuals were asked to complete the test again a s they 
would have completed it ten years earlier (reported  
condition), and some as ten years in the future 
(predictor condition). 
     The older the participants the less the differ ence 
between the personality test now and the earlier or  later 
imagined version. Among all participants, the diffe rence 
in tests in the reporter condition was greater than  in 
the predictor condition. So, "people expect to expe rience 
less change in their personalities or core values o ver 
the next decade than people a decade older report h aving 
experienced over the past decade" (Quoidbach et al 2013 
p98). Further analysis showed that the findings wer e due 
to an error of prediction rather than a memory erro r. 
     Quoidbach et al (2013) offered two explanation s for 



Psychology Miscellany No. 114;   December 2018;   ISSN: 1754-2200;   Kevin Brewer                   18 

 

the EOHI: 
 
     a) Individuals "like to believe that they know  
themselves well, and the possibility of future chan ge may 
threaten that belief" (Quoidbach et al 2013 p98). T he 
EOHI helps deal with the threat. 
 
     b) The differences in cognitive processes in l ooking 
forward (prospection) and backwards (retrospection)  in 
life. "Prospection is a constructive process, 
retrospection is a reconstructive process, and 
constructing new things is typically more difficult  than 
reconstructing old ones" (Quoidbach et al 2013 p98) . 
 
 
1.8. APPENDIX 1E - VICTIM SYNDROME 
 
     Manfred and de Vries (2014) asked their reader s: 
"Working in organisations (or for that matter in an y 
domain of life), do you know people who always beha ve 
like victims? People who blame others when bad thin gs 
happen to them? And do they blame their family, par tner, 
people at work, or any number of things that they 
perceive to be victimising them? The world these pe ople 
live in appears to be peopled by victims, victimise rs, 
and occasional rescuers. And if you have ever tried  
helping them, have you discovered that 'rescuing' t hem 
from the trouble they are in can be an excruciating  
process? Do you resent the way every bit of advice you 
offer is brushed aside or rejected, often 
contemptuously?" (p130). Answering "yes" to these 
questions is a sign that the reader has met an indi vidual 
with "victim syndrome". 
     Such individuals face obstacles, setbacks, and  
challenges in life, as everybody does, but their ne gative 
view on life makes everything "a major drama". "Str ange 
as it may sound, they are often victims by choice. And 
ironically, they are frequently successful in findi ng 
willing victimisers" (Manfred and de Vries 2014 p13 0). 
 
     In terms of personality, Manfred and de Vries (2014) 
talked of the passive-aggressive style, with "a ver y 
subtle, indirect, or behind-the-scenes way of getti ng 
what they want and expressing anger without openly 
acknowledging it, or directly confronting the sourc e of 
it" (p130). Add to this, the "blame game" where exc uses 
are found for why their decisions and actions did n ot 
produce a positive outcome. 
     Furthermore, "they have a knack for dragging o thers 
into the emotional maelstrom they create, keeping t hem 
off-balance with their talent for shape shifting. O ne 
moment, they present themselves dramatically as vic tims; 
the next they are morphing into victimisers, hurtin g the 
people who are trying to help them. Victim, victimi ser, 
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and rescuer: it is a very messy and very fluid proc ess" 
(Manfred and de Vries 2014 p131).  
     Manfred and de Vries (2014) referred to the 
"secondary gain" from always being a victim (eg: 
attention). "The 'poor me' card elicits others' pit y, 
sympathy, and offers of help. It's nice to be notic ed and 
validated; it feels good when others pay us attenti on; 
and it's pleasant to have our dependency needs grat ified. 
Being a victim is a great excuse for not questionin g 
difficult life issues. We can remain passive and no t take 
responsibility for our actions. We can take refuge in 
victimhood to accuse others of the behaviour for wh ich we 
are really responsible" (Manfred and de Vries 2014 p133). 
 
     As to the origin of the "victim syndrome", chi ldren 
growing up in a difficult situation may only receiv e 
parental attention when things are bad. "It makes f or a 
paradoxical relational style in which life seems to  
improve when it is going badly. The parents become kinder 
when the child feels bad. Presenting a suffering ex terior 
gives the child respite from an otherwise hostile a nd 
neglectful family environment" (Manfred and de Vrie s 2014 
p133). Thus, the pattern of interacting for adultho od is 
set. There may be childhood abuse, and the powerles s 
child resolves to blame the world for being unfair.  "So 
the mistreated child grows into an adult embittered  by 
the unfairness of the world (represented by its 
caregivers). "Powerless as they feel, at every 
disappointment, they find some convenient, secret m eans 
of (unconscious) self-sabotage — and will then say 
triumphantly, 'See, they did it again. Life is unfa ir'. 
This is a self-destructive way of coping. In showin g the 
world the wrongs it can do, they mobilise a self-
fulfilling prophecy" (Manfred and de Vries 2014 p13 4). 
  
 
1.9. APPENDIX 1F - SERVICE UTILISATION 
 
     Individuals with serious psychological distres s 
(SPD) suffer, other than with the problem itself, w ith 
less use of health care services and prescription 
medicines (eg: Pearson et al 2009).  
     In the USA this is often due to lack of adequa te 
health insurance. The Patient Protection and Afford able 
Care Act of 2010 was meant to help here. 
     Weissman et al (2017) analysed data on health care 
utilisation around the time the Act was phased in. Over 
200 000 adults (aged 18-64 years) who were part of the 
2006-2014 National Health Interview Survey. Eleven 
indicators of utilisation were used, including 
insufficient money to buy medications or health car e, and 
visiting a doctor more than ten times in the past y ear. 
SPD was measured by the Kessler Psychological Distr ess 
Scale (K6) (Kessler et al 2003), which asks about t he 
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frequency of six symptoms in the past month (table 1.2). 
There are four frequency scores for six symptoms, g iving 
a total of 24. A score of 13 or above was classed a s SPD.  
 
 
Symptoms: 
� "so sad that nothing could cheer you up" 
� "that everything was an effort" 
� nervous 
� restless or fidgety 
� hopeless 
� worthless 
 
Frequency: 
� all of the time (4) 
� most of the time (3) 
� some of the time (2) 
� little of the time (1) 
� none of the time (0) 
 
Table 1.2 - K6 
 
 
     Overall, SPD prevalence was 3.2%, with a great er 
prevalence among women (than men), and among poorer  and 
less educated adults. Comparing the SPD group with the 
rest of the sample, they were more likely to have n o 
health coverage, and insufficient money to pay for health 
care and medications (figure 1.2). They were also m ore 
likely to have chronic health conditions (eg: diabe tes, 
heart disease, cancer), and so visited doctors ofte n. 
 

 
(Data from Weissman et al 2017 table 2 p656) 

 
Figure 1.2 - Percentage of individuals reporting se lected 
behaviours. 
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2. SCIENTIFIC SCRUTINY 
 
     2.1. "Virtual witnessing" 
     2.2. Replication 
 
 
2.1. "VIRTUAL WITNESSING" 
 
     In 2014 two papers were published by a team of  
Japanese researchers led by Haruko Obokata in "Natu re" 
that outlined a new way of developing stem cells 
(stimulus-triggered acquisition of pluripotency; ST AP). 
Within six months the papers had been retracted bec ause 
of data fabrication (Meskus et al 2018).  
     The number of retractions of scientific papers  has 
increased tenfold between 1977 and 2012 (Fang et al  
2012). A retraction may be due to errors in the 
scientific paper (21% of 2047 retractions; Fang et al 
2012), but, more worryingly, it may be because of 
misconduct (eg: fraud; plagiarism) (67%; Fang et al  
2012). 
     The fraud in the Obokata work was highlighted by 
"anonymous science watchdogs and members of the glo bal 
stem cell research community airing their concerns 
through social media within days after the publicat ion of 
the papers" (Meskus et al 2018 p2). This is an exam ple of 
"open science" as opposed to the "closed" peer revi ew 
system of traditional scientific journals 10. "The 
conventional peer review system continues to repres ent 
the fairest way to guarantee the quality of researc h. 
However with the constant scramble for resources, s uch as 
time and money, the system has also come to increas ingly 
show signs of strain... Furthermore, major changes 
in the way the research enterprise is conducted — s uch as 
growing competitiveness and urgency to get research  
results out as quickly as possible, the introductio n and 
impact of new technologies, the push toward clinica l 
translation and the inclusion of new 'stakeholders'  — 
have prompted a reconfiguration of scientific knowl edge 
validation and quality control toward what Funtowic z and 
Ravetz (2015) call the 'extended peer community' 11" 
(Meskus et al 2018 p4). 
 
     On the negative side, "virtual witnessing" via  
social media can be "superficial and hasty in compa rison 

10  "The peer review process is essentially a system whereby verification of knowledge hinges on the 
scientific authority of the journal, pre-selected expert resources and a single- or double-blind system of 
review... Editors’ and reviewers’ work is aimed at upholding the fundamental scientific norm of 
organized scepticism and, through that, the fundamental value of the autonomy of science. At the same 
time, and as a consequence, editorial boards hold a monopoly over the validation and dissemination of 
scientific knowledge which is accepted as legitimate" (Meskus et al 2018 p16).  
11  Or "technology of virtual witnessing" (Shapin and Schaffer 1985).  
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to more conventional forms of replication studies. George 
Q. Daley from the Harvard Stem Cell Institute was q uoted 
in "The Boston Globe" saying that he was concerned about 
the rush to use blogging and social media to report  on 
complex biological experiments. He pointed out that  
scientific experiments usually take time and many 
replications to work properly" (Meskus et al 2018 p 17).  
     Also commenting is often done online anonymous ly. 
"For science watchdogs, anonymous commenting on res earch 
findings enables them to avoid jeopardising their 
scientific careers. But anonymity may also lower th e 
threshold of posting ungrounded allegations... whic h in 
turn can contribute to what has been called the 
'predatory potential' of the internet (Hookway 2008 ) 12" 
(Meskus et al 2018 p18).  
 
 
2.2. REPLICATION 
 
     The Reproducibility Project: Psychology (RPP) (Open 
Science Collaboration 2015) found that one-third of  their 
replications of 100 studies in psychology had "a 
significant effect in the same direction as the ori ginal 
studies" (Camerer et al 2018). This figure was two- thirds 
for the Experimental Economics Replication Project (EERP) 
(Camerer et al 2016) that replicated eighteen labor atory 
experiments in economics (Camerer et al 2018) 
     The Social Sciences Replication Project (SSRP)  
(Camerer et al 2018) replicated twenty-one experime ntal 
studies in the social sciences published in the jou rnals 
"Nature" and "Science" between 2010 and 2015. There  was a 
significant effect in the  same direction as the or iginal 
in 13 cases, but the effect size was on average abo ut 
half that of the original study. While "among the 
unsuccessful replications, there was essentially no  
evidence for the original findings" (Camerer et al 2018 
p640). 
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