
It Doesn't Take a Scientist To See Through Implausible Research

September 30, 2020

Can people who have not been trained in psychological science predict whether new studies will obtain
the same results as existing social-science research? They can, especially if the research hypothesis
seems dubious, according to a new study in Advances in Methods and Practices in Psychological
Science.

New studies by independent labs have failed to replicate many key findings from the social-science
literature. Some of those failures have been attributed to questionable individual research practices and
others to problems affecting the whole field, such as publication bias (when the decision to publish a
study depends on the result obtained) and the “publish or perish” culture that is prevalent in academia.
More recently, another factor has been associated with poor replicability: implausible research
hypotheses.

“If the a priori implausibility of the research hypothesis is indicative of replication success, then
replication outcomes can be reliably predicted from a brief description of the hypothesis at hand,” write
Suzanne Hoogeveen, Alexandra Sarafoglou, and APS Fellow Eric-Jan Wagenmakers (University of
Amsterdam). Previous studies showed that individuals with a PhD in the social sciences can predict
replication findings with above-chance accuracy. The authors set out to learn whether laypeople (those
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without a PhD in psychology or a professional background in the social sciences) could do so as well.

To address this question, Hoogeveen and colleagues used the online platform Amazon Mechanical Turk,
social media platforms such as Facebook, and their university’s pool of online participants (first-year
psychology students) to recruit 257 participants. The researchers showed participants descriptions of 27
studies that had been included in two large-scale collaborative replication projects: the Social Sciences
Replication Project (Camerer et al., 2018) and the Many Labs 2 project (Klein et al., 2018). Of the 27
studies, 14 had been successfully replicated and 13 had not. Each description included the study’s
hypothesis, how it was tested, and the key finding. A description-plus-evidence condition also included
the Bayes factor, which indicates the strength of the evidence for the hypothesis, and a verbal
interpretation of it (e.g., “moderate evidence”). After reading each description, participants indicated
whether they believed the study would be replicated successfully.

Comparison of the accuracy of laypeople and experts in the Many Labs 2 project and in the Social
Sciences Replication Project in predicting replication success. Laypeople’s accuracy rates are above
chance (50%).

Participants were accurate 59% of the time when predicting replication on the basis of the description
alone. In the description-plus-evidence condition, their predictive accuracy went up to 67%.

These findings suggest that “the intuitive plausibility of scientific effects may be indicative of their
replicability,” write Hoogeveen and colleagues. However, “laypeople’s predictions should not be
equated with the truth.” A signal-detection analysis suggested that one reason these predictions were not
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even more accurate was that participants tended to be optimistic about outcomes, including study
replicability. However, that analysis also showed that participants’ above-chance accuracy was not due
to any response bias but reflected their ability to discriminate between different types of information.

Taken together, the “results provide empirical support for the suggestion that intuitive (i.e.,
unsurprising) effects are more replicable than highly surprising ones, as replicable studies were in fact
deemed more replicable than nonreplicable studies by a naive group of laypeople,” add the authors.

Hoogeveen and colleagues suggest that laypeople’s predictions could contribute to replication research
—for example, by helping researchers to identify which observed effects are the least likely to replicate
and should be further tested. They conclude that “the scientific culture of striving for newsworthy,
extreme, and sexy findings is indeed problematic, as counterintuitive findings are the least likely to be
replicated successfully.”
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