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In recent years it has become widely known that scientific psychology is in a crisis. This crisis was
triggered by the recognition that many established experimental results cannot be replicated (Fidler
& Wilcox 2021). There are by now a number of analyses of what can lead to scientific results not
being replicable. Diagnoses range from flawed experimental designs, statistical analyses, and
publication practices to lack of theoretical guidance and conceptual clarity, but also include outright
fraud. In turn, several explanations have been offered for why such problems persist, some of which
are pitched at the level of individual misconduct, others at more structural issues of the way science
is organized. One thing that is clear, however, is that the current crisis has cast doubt on the
trustworthiness of individual researchers, the adequacy of psychology’s methodological frameworks,
and (consequently) on the credibility of its findings.

Worries about the trustworthiness and credibility of psychology are not new, nor are they focused on
reproducibility alone. Earlier debates and concerns played out (a) with respect to the value-
ladenness of applied psychological research, (b) in the context of foundational methodological
debates that took place (and continue to take place) within psychology, and (c) with regard to the
moral and epistemic issues surrounding the relationship between psychological research and its
subjects. In this research proposal, | sketch some of these issues and outline areas of concern.

Applied Psychology, Values, and Contexts

Psychology rose to prominence in early 20" century America by virtue of its promise to serve the
social good and to help make diagnostic tasks in clinical, educational and occupational selection
processes more objective and efficient (Fancher & Rutherford 2011). Taking a longer view, scientific
interest in interindividual psychological differences and their practical significance reach well into the
19'" century. Significant episodes that come to mind include Francis Galton’s statistical work on the
inheritability of intelligence in connection to eugenics, and Franz Gall’s research program
(“phrenology”) of establishing a typology and diagnostic system of character traits by cataloging
bumps in people’s skulls. (See Fancher & Rutherford, 2011, for accounts of each)

These two historical examples illustrate clearly why a certain degree of mistrust is in order: The latter
is widely regarded as pseudoscience, and the former is associated by many with scientific racism,
classism, and ableism (Gould 1981). The examples raise the question of whether wider-ranging
worries about questionable values and quackery are warranted when it comes to the study of
interindividual differences and whether such worries generalize to other areas of psychological
research. In some historical cases, the motivation for the study of interindividual differences was
explicitly egalitarian, i.e., informed by the desire to make specific opportunities available on the basis
of merit rather than money or influence (Carson 2006; Wijsen et al. 2022). But in those cases, too,
there is a lingering concern that the a-historical and a-contextual notion of merit/intelligence is itself
misguided and that psychological research in this domain might be at best promoting a particular,
one-sided (e.g., white, male, and euro-centric) understanding of the psychological subject matter.

This last point is significant because it suggests that issues with the trustworthiness of psychology
arise not just because its research is sometimes laden with sinister political values, but also because
the very assumption of a-contextual facts about the psychological subject matter might be

problematic, owing to the fact that many (perhaps all) psychological concepts are thick concepts
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(e.g., Alexandrova 2018). In other words, even if the social values informing a given research program
are well-intentioned, the assumption that there are “neutral” facts about psychological kinds might
be mistaken.

Crisis Debates Within Psychology

Somewhat separate from issues surrounding applied psychology and mental testing, academic
psychology has been plagued by recurring “crisis” debates since the 19™ century (Sturm & Miilberger
2012). While the issue of trust in psychology’s applied research plays out at the interface of science
and society, these earlier crisis declarations were mostly debated within the emerging discipline of
academic psychology. They often addressed worries about internal theoretical and methodological
fragmentation at a point in time when psychology was still in the process of establishing itself as a
discipline. For example, Karl Biihler’s 1929 book Die Krise der Psychologie was mostly an attempt to
argue for a vision of psychology that can integrate differing theoretical and methodological
approaches. (See Volume 43, Issue 2 of Studies in the History and Philosophy of Science (2012) for a
range of articles about past crisis discourses in psychology).

It is worth highlighting that the most recent crisis-debate in psychology (the debate about replication
failures) is somewhat different in character from previous ones: As just mentioned, previous crisis
discourses often turned on disagreements about methodology and subject matter. By contrast, the
replication crisis occurred before the backdrop of a well-established discipline, working within a
seemingly well-established paradigm, namely one that views psychology as an experimental and
guantitative science. One reason why replication failures were greeted with such alarm was that
they revealed wide-spread disregard for basic principles of scientific research and statistical analyses,
drawing attention to practices like p-hacking, underpowered studies, and HARKing, which seemed to
be in violation of the very methodological principles psychology students are taught to respect
(Neuskeptic 2012). This has not only undermined the basic trust researchers placed in each other,
but also sent the message to the public that psychological findings lacked credibility. In response,
some have called for a “credibility revolution” (Feldtman 2020), which not only demands heightened
standards of transparency and rigor, but also mechanisms and policies to ensure that these
standards are indeed followed. As Simine Vazire has put this latter point: [W]e now know that ... we
need more than a “trust me” from the researcher, however sincere they are” (Vazire 2019).

Beyond Replication

We can make out several stages in, and (kinds of) responses to, the replication crisis. The most
immediate response was one of shock and disbelief about scientists’ failure to apply established rules
of scientific inquiry. This went hand in hand with the judgment that scientists cannot be trusted,
prompting reflections about the psychological mechanisms underlying flawed reasoning (Flis 2019),
the incentive structure that might be responsible for scientists engaging in questionable research
practices (Heesen 2023), and the implementation of measures to prevent such practices, such as pre-
registration (e.g., Scheel 2020). However, others soon argued that these responses were one-sided,
suggesting (a) that replication failures were to be expected given the complexity and historicity of the
subject matter (Strack 2017), (b) that replication failures can be epistemically productive (Feest 2016;
Lavelle 2022), and (c) that the current debates about replication failures reveals a much deeper
problem, namely a lack of theoretical, conceptual, and methodological reflection (Mutakrishna &
Henrich 2019). In turn, this has given rise to work about the nature of psychological theories,
exploratory experimentation, exploratory modelling, statistical methods, hypothesis testing, theory-
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construction, and the underdetermination problems (among others) that present themselves to
experimental psychologists. (e.g., Borsboom et al. 2021; Devezer et al 2021; Fidler et al 2018; Fried
2020; Maatman 2021; van Rooij & Baggio 2021; Rubin 2019).

Importantly, these developments take us back to some of the foundational questions that dominated
crisis debates a hundred years ago, although of course before the background of a much-changed
discourse in philosophy of science. One (though not the dominant) emerging theme is that questions
about theory-testing are premature in the absence of sophisticated theories and that more emphasis
should be paid to descriptive work (Yarkoni 2020) and to exploratory research, both experimental
and formal (Rubin & Donkin 2022; Devezer & Buzbas 2023), perhaps even involving qualitative and
case-study based research (Lavelle 2024). Relatedly, philosophers and sociologists have argued that
replications can have epistemic functions other than theory-testing (Leonelli 2018; Guttinger 2020;
Peterson & Panofsky 2021) and within psychology there are differing opinions about the function of
exploratory vs. confirmatory research (Scheel et al. 2020; Rubin & Donkin 2022; Feest & Devezer
forthc.). Itis also becoming increasingly recognized that questions raised by the replication crisis
cannot adequately be addressed without considering issues of generalizability (Yarkoni 2020; Syed
2023) and (kinds of) validity (Vazire et al. 2022). Related to questions about theoretical and
conceptual work, an additional issue that has been raised recently concerns the nature of the subject
matter that we take psychological theories to be about (Feest 2022; 2024).

The Entanglement of Epistemically and Ethically Questionable Research Practices

Given the debates outlined above, it is clear that we should not (blindly) “trust” psychology. It must
also be noted that there is a lively discussion about how to improve the credibility of psychological
research, both coming out of, and critical of, the open science movement (Nosek et al. 2015; Rubin
2023; Peterson & Panofsky 2023). Issues of trust and credibility, clearly, concern a range of
guestions. Can individual researchers be trusted to follow established methodological protocols?
Can researchers trust other researchers’ willingness and ability to make good-faith investigative
efforts? But also: Can the discipline as a whole be trusted to have picked adequate methodologies to
begin with and to adequately conceptualize its subject matter?

However, there is an additional set of questions that reveal a close entanglement of ethical and
epistemic issues. One such question concerns the treatment of psychological research subjects in
experiments, i.e., whether subjects that participate in experiments can trust that researchers are
mindful of their autonomy and well-being. Another concerns the question of whether members of
various communities (especially marginalized communities) can trust that scientific results will
represent them and/or be beneficial to them.

With regard to the first issue, well-known examples of unethical treatment of research subjects come
to mind, such as the Milgram experiment and the Stanford prison experiment. Even though such
egregious violations of trust are unlikely to occur in current psychological research, there are still
concerns about the wide-spread practice of deceiving subjects about the true purpose of a study. As
Kelman (1967) has pointed out already some decades ago, this ethical problem is intertwined with an
epistemic one: Subjects expect to be lied to, which prompts them to engage in guesswork about the
purpose of the study, thus potentially undermining the purpose of the study. Addressing this set of
issues, Kelman suggests that an entirely different mode of psychological research may be needed,
where researchers collaborate with their subjects. (See also Bortolotti & Mameli 2006; Pascual-Leone
et al. 2010, for other takes on the problem of deception in research).



The second question concerns the issue of whether experimental subjects are representative of the
populations that researchers make inferences about. This problem was memorably formulated in
terms of the worry that psychological subjects tend to be white, educated, come from industrialized
countries, tend to be financially stable (rich) and tend to live in democratic societies (WEIRD)
(Henrich et. al 2010), raising the worry that psychologists might be radically overgeneralizing their
findings. This possibility has ethical and practical implications insofar as (a) overgeneralization in
research can lead to applications (e.g., specific treatments or education programs) that are harmful
or ineffective for some populations, and (b) the lack of representation of specific groups (both as
researchers and as subjects) threatens the robustness of psychological research (Roberts &
Mortensen 2022; Roberts 2022). This latter worry feeds into concerns that lack of plurality hampers
epistemic progress and objectivity (Longino 1990). Moreover, lack of representation can also give rise
to a feeling of alienation and thereby feed public distrust.

The WEIRD-problem obviously ties in with the worry about generalizability mentioned above. But it
also touches on the question of how much context-sensitivity we should expect with respect to
specific psychological traits and how to individuate relevant contexts, populations and traits in the
first place. Within the WEIRDness-literature there seems to be an emerging consensus that it is not at
all obvious what are relevant categories to consider when sampling (Ghai 2021) and the problem
goes beyond the question of which populations of subjects to sample from, extending, for example,
also to the choice of questions, researchers and background assumptions (Sanches de Oliviera &
Baggs 2023). As such, the WEIRDness problematic also touches on foundational issues regarding the
very nature of the psychological subject matter.

Conclusion

Throughout the history of psychology, and leading up to the current moment, there have been
worries and debates that either directly addressed psychology’s lack of credibility or at least revealed
a significant degree of unease about the proper methodological foundations and scope, value-
neutrality, and practical applicability of psychological research and findings. In the course of the
replication crisis, these worries were extended to a range of questions concerning both the
trustworthiness of individual researchers and the scientific endeavor as a whole.

The underlying contention of this research proposal is that the replication crisis has revealed deeper
tensions within the discipline of scientific psychology, bringing to the fore issues of trust and
credibility that converge with those raised by other debates, concerning the hidden (and not so
hidden) values and assumptions that inform both foundational and applied research.

The group will engage with these debates from a variety of disciplinary perspectives (psychology,
philosophy, sociology/STS). Research fellows will work on their own projects, but it is expected that
there will also be synergy effects. Projects can focus on technical methodological and conceptual
issues as they arise within scientific research, but can also take a broader historical, sociological, or
STS view on the ways in which psychology has evolved and is currently being practiced and applied.

My working hypothesis is that the ways in which psychology has — over the years — been both
invested with trust and deemed to lack credibility and trustworthiness reveals both high hopes with
regard to its potential and a lot of uncertainty about a variety conceptual, methodological and
practical/ethical, and practical issues. Debating and clarifying some of the foundations of this
uncertainty will contribute to the (still) emerging field of philosophy of psychology and provide novel
impulses to current debates within psychology.
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