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Adolescence is a period of turmoil and psychological angst

A myth perpetuated by Westernised media, teenagers are often erroneously thought of as both trouble and troubled. In fact, research shows that while there is a section of teenage society that experiences emotional turmoil, they remain in the minority (around 20%) and problems are usually confined to those with existing mental health issues or dysfunctional family backgrounds. In non-Westernised cultures this percentage is even smaller.

Psychology teachers and students often encounter the myth that psychologists 
are able to read people’s minds or hypnotise people. People think they know 

psychology, and yet they believe all sorts of nonsense. Debunking such myths is a 
fun pastime. Here are a few favourites.

Criminal profiling is helpful in solving crimeCriminal profiling is widely seen as a scientific, meticulous tool of law enforcement. However, studies suggest that ordinary folk are almost as accurate as the professionals when it comes to deducing the personality traits of murderers from crime details.
Experts may rely on the ‘Barnum effect’ to thank for their perceived success (i.e. giving vague personality descriptions means they can be applied to most people). How many of the ‘unsubs’ (unknown subject — someone suspected of committing a crime), for example, are predicted to be white males? Given that 90% of serial killers are men and 75% are white, there is a pretty good chance of being correct. Similarly, most criminals are likely to have conflict with their families, unresolved self-esteem problems and are seeking an escape from their otherwise humdrum lives. Take that Criminal Minds!

It is better to express anger than to bottle it up

Aristotle believed so. Freud 

agreed. And of course Hollywood 

is a key advocate. However, 

scientific research suggests that 

rather than allowing us to ‘let off 

steam’, showing our anger ‘fans 

the flames’ and only serves to 

increase aggression.

Most people only use around 10% of their brains
We can thank literature, advertising, self-help moguls and 
Hollywood for this one. The number of people who actually 
believe this myth is quite astounding. Consider that the 
human brain has been shaped over thousands of years 
through natural selection, contains about 90 billion nerve 
cells, is connected to around 10,000 other cells (which makes 
around 1000 trillion connections), generates around 25 watts 
of power when you are awake (enough to light a light bulb), 
contains about 100 billion neurons (as many stars as there 
are in our galaxy), consumes over 20% of the oxygen that we 
breathe and, even though it is only 2% of our body weight, 
requires about 20% of the calories we burn. Does it really 
make sense that 90% of it lies dormant and useless?

Rachel Oakley has been teaching psychology 
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To debunk more myths see the following (from which the six above were sourced):

Lilienfeld, S. O., Lynn, S. J., Ruscio, J. and Beyerstein, R. L. (2010) Fifty Great 
Myths of Popular Psychology, Wiley-Blackwell.

Further reading 

Myth busting Students learn best when teaching styles 

are matched to their learning styles

Aside from the fact that models of learning styles 

disagree with one another as to what constitutes a 

learning style, and that there seems to be no reliable or 

valid method of assessing a person’s preferred learning 

style, and that we probably learn different things in 

different ways (e.g. languages vs sport vs cooking) 

— it doesn’t really matter anyway because evidence 

into the effectiveness of matching teaching style with 

learning styles is somewhat lacking.

So while it is fantastic to have a variety of learning 

opportunities and great teachers, evidence suggests 

that it is better to be stretched on tasks you struggle 

with rather than to be spoonfed according to your 

preferred ‘style’.

Crime and psychiatric episodes increase when there is a  

full moon

My brother, a police officer, would testify that this is true. We also 

have the word ‘lunatic’, which suggests an association. The trouble 

is that we perceive there to be a correlation between the two 

phenomena where none exists. Supported by our own cognitive 

biases, we focus on the information that confirms our beliefs while 

ignoring or twisting information that challenges them. So if, on one 

occasion, a crime spree occurs during a full moon, we are more likely 

to note and remember the two being connected. Unfortunately, 

we seldom remember the many more instances when there is a full 

moon and life remains really rather dull.

Go online (see back cover) for a 
vodcast discussion of these myths.
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