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EDITORIAL

Welcome to the Psychology Department magazine, Cognoscenti! For the third issue 
we have changed things a little bit. If you have any feedback on the new look, 
we’d love to hear it.

Cognoscenti aims to produce a high standard of journalism and allow students to write 
freely on areas of psychology that interest them without being limited by title or assessment. 
All of our articles are based on psychological evidence and we hope to inspire readers to 
write for further issues.

Want to write for our next issue? Join our writers group on Facebook, or email the team 
your ideas!

Aisha  Zahid
Co-Editor-in-Chief
A.Zahid.1@warwick.ac.uk

Megan  Day 
Co-Editor-in-Chief
M.Day.2@warwick.ac.uk

Ines  Sousa 
Marketing

I.Sousa@warwick.ac.uk

Sophia Spady
Treasurer

S.Spady@warwick.ac.uk
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Research At Warwick

This article reports an exploratory study that investigated the attitudes of counselling students towards self-harm. 
Method: A total of 76 counselling students were presented with short scenarios describing an individual who 
engaged in self-cutting, self-poisoning and unspecified self-harm. Attitudes were measured using the Attitudes 
towards Mental Illness Questionnaire (AMIQ; Luty et al., 2006). Results: Overall, counselling students demon-
strated a positive response to self-harm. Significant differences in attitude according to type of self-harm were 
also evident. Participants were significantly less positive towards self-poisoning than self-cutting or unspecified 
self-harm. Attitudes towards self-cutting and unspecified
self-harm were not differentiated. Conclusions: Findings suggest counselling student attitudes towards self-harm 
are worthy of further investigation. Potential implications for counselling training, professional practice and stig-
ma reduction are discussed.

Fox, C.
A preliminary investigation into counselling student attitudes towards 
self-harming behaviour

Richter, D. & Lemola, S.

Single parenthood is increasingly common in Western societies but only little is known about its 
long-term effects. We therefore studied life satisfaction among 641 individuals (ages 18–66 years) 
who spent their entire childhood with a single mother, 1539 individuals who spent part of their 
childhood with both parents but then experienced parental separation, and 21,943 individuals who 
grew up with both parents. Individuals who grew up with a single mother for their entire child-
hood and to a lesser degree also individuals who experienced parental separation showed a small 
but persistent decrease in life satisfaction into old age controlling childhood socio-economic sta-
tus. This decrease was partly mediated by worse adulthood living conditions related to socio-eco-
nomic and educational success, physical health, social integration, and romantic relationship 
outcomes. No moderation by age, gender, and societal system where the childhood was spent (i.e. 
western oriented FRG or socialist GDR) was found.

Growing up with a single mother and life satisfaction in adulthood: 
A test of mediating and moderating factors

Adelman, J. S., Estes, Z. & Cossu, M.

Rapidly communicating the emotional valence of stimuli (i.e., negativity or positivity) is
vital for averting dangers and acquiring rewards. We therefore hypothesized that human languages
signal emotions via individual phonemes (emotional sound symbolism), and more specifically that
the phonemes at the beginning of the word signal its valence, as this would maximize the receiver’s
time to respond adaptively. Analyzing approximately 37,000 words across five different languages
(English, Spanish, Dutch, German, and Polish), we found emotional sound symbolism in all five
languages, and within each language the first phoneme of a word predicted its valence better than
subsequent phonemes. Moreover, given that averting danger is more urgent than acquiring rewards,
we further hypothesized and demonstrated that phonemes that are uttered most rapidly tend to
convey negativity rather than positivity. Thus, emotional sound symbolism is an adaptation providing
an early warning system in human languages, analogous to other species’ alarm calls.

Emotional sound symbolism: Languages rapidly signal valence via phonemes

Marinovic, W. & Tresilian, J.R.
Triggering prepared actions by sudden sounds: reassessing the 
evidence for a single mechanism 
Loud acoustic stimuli can unintentionally elicit volitional acts when a person is in a state of 
readiness to execute them (the StartReact effect). It has been assumed that the same subcortical 
pathways and brain regions underlie all instances of the StartReact effect. They are proposed to 
involve the startle reflex pathways, and the eliciting mechanism is distinct from other ways in 
which sound can affect the motor system. We present an integrative review which shows that 
there is no evidence to support these assumptions. We argue that motor command generation for 
learned, volitional orofacial, laryngeal and distal limb movements is cortical and the StartReact 
effect for such movements involves transcortical pathways. In contrast, command generation for 
saccades, locomotor corrections and postural adjustments is subcortical and subcortical pathways 
are implicated in the StartReact effect for these cases. We conclude that the StartReact effect is 
not a special phenomenon mediated by startle reflex pathways, but rather is a particular 
manifestation of the excitatory effects of intense stimulation on the central nervous system.
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Heritable variance in psychological traits may reflect genetic and biological processes that are not necessarily spe-
cific to these particular traits but pertain to a broader range of phenotypes. We tested the possibility that the per-
sonality domains of the five-factor model and their 30 facets, as rated by people themselves and their knowledge-
able informants, reflect polygenic influences that have been previously associated with educational attainment. 
In a sample of more than 3,000 adult Estonians, education polygenic scores (EPSs), which are interpretable as 
estimates of molecular-genetic propensity for education, were correlated with various personality traits, particular-
ly from the neuroticism and openness domains. The correlations of personality traits with phenotypic educational 
attainment closely mirrored their correlations with EPS. Moreover, EPS predicted an aggregate personality trait 
tailored to capture the maximum amount of variance in educational attainment almost as strongly as it predicted 
the attainment itself. We discuss possible interpretations and implications of these findings.

Mõttus, R., Realo, A., Vainik, U., Allik, J., & Esko, T.
Educational attainment and personality are genetically intertwined

Wolke, D., Baumann, N., Busch, B., & Bartmann, P.

Parents of preterm children experience increased distress early in their children’s lives. Whether the quality of life 
of parents of preterm children is comparable to that of parents of term children by the time their offspring reach 
adulthood is unknown. What precursors in their offspring’s childhood predict parental quality of life? Parental 
quality of life was evaluated with the World Health Organization Quality of Life assessment and the Satisfaction 
with Life questionnaire when their offspring were adults (mean age 27.3 years, 95% confidence interval [CI]: 27.2 
to 27.3). Childhood standard assessments of VP or VLBW and term offspring included neurosensory disability, 
academic achievement, mental health, and parent-child and peer relationships. Overall quality of life of parents of 
VP or VLBW adults was found to be comparable to parents of term individuals (P &gt; .05). Parental quality of 
life was not predicted by their children being born VP or VLBW, experiencing disability, academic achievement, 
or the parent-child relationship in childhood but by their offspring’s mental health (B = 0.15, 95% CI: 0.08 to 
0.22) and peer relationships (B = 0.09, 95% CI: 0.02 to 0.16) in childhood. As a testament to resilience, parents of 
VP or VLBW adults had quality of life comparable to parents of term adults. Support and interventions to improve 
mental health and peer relationships in all children are likely to improve parents’ quality of life.

Very preterm birth and parents' quality of life 27 years later

Wonnacott, E., Brown, H. & Nation, K.

Successful language acquisition requires both generalization and lexically based learning.
Previous research suggests that this is achieved, at least in part, by tracking distributional
statistics at and above the level of lexical items. We explored this learning using a semi-
artificial language learning paradigm with 6-year- olds and adults, looking at learning of co-
occurrence relationships between (meaningless) particles and English nouns. Both age
groups showed stronger lexical learning (and less generalization) given ‘‘skewed” languages
where a majority particle co-occurred with most nouns. In addition, adults, but not children,
were affected by overall lexicality, showing weaker lexical learning (more generalization)
when some input nouns were seen to alternate (i.e. occur with both particles). The results
suggest that restricting generalization is affected by distributional statistics above the level
of words/bigrams. Findings are discussed within the framework offered by models capturing
generalization as rational inference, namely hierarchical-Bayesian and simplicity-based
models.

Skewing the evidence: The effect of input structure on child and adult learning 
of lexically based patterns in an artificial language

Research At Warwick
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People tend to be motivated to 
identify threats.  This is a cognitive 
bias that seems perfectly reason-

able given the potential for threats to do 
us in. However, such a bias can rapidly 
lead to public hysteria when information 
starts to be communicated from one 
person to the next. When we receive and 
communicate information we are natural-
ly biased to identify and recommunicate 
risks at the expense of more balanced 
information, a process called the so-
cial amplification of risk (Kasperson et 
al., 1988).  Thus reasonably balanced 
information about a potential threat like 
climate change or nuclear power can 
become more unbalanced with repeated 
communication.

Research by Moussaid et al. (2015) 
showed that in social diffusion chains 
information becomes more distorted and 
risk focused as information passes from 
one individual to another.  Mirroring the 
classic children's game `Telephone' or 
`Chinese whispers', individuals heard 
information and then shared this infor-
mation with the next person in a chain, 
with the information moving in this way 
from one person to the next.  In Mous-
said et al.’s study, the first individual in 
the chain read unbiased neutral infor-
mation about triclosan, a controversial 
antibacterial agent. As this information 
was shared in the social diffusion chain, 
the information rapidly lost key facts 
but tended to preserve facts associated 
with risks, including the physiological 
effects of exposure to triclosan and the 
possibilities for exposure, which includ-
ed cosmetics and household cleaning 
products.  The messages also became 
more distorted over time, including the 

addition of new information, amplifying 
the apparent risk.  

Similar evidence was found in two 
additional studies by Robert Jagiello in 
a third year student project now being 
submitted for publication. These stud-
ies explored social diffusion chains in 
response to food additives and nuclear 
energy.  Jagiello's study was inspired 
by the observation that people tend to 
disproportionately fear `dread' risks, or 
risks that are often unpredictable, kill 
many people, and do so indiscriminantly 
(Slovic, 1987).  Classic dread risks in-
clude plane crashes and terrorist attacks. 
What Jagiello found was that the dread 
risk (nuclear power) tended to experience 
social risk amplification more readily 
than did the non-dread risk (food addi-
tives).  But Jagiello went one step further 
by introducing another manipulation. At 
the sixth individual in the chain, half of 
the individuals were re-exposed to the 
original unbalanced information. This 
had almost no effect on the
upward trend in social risk
amplification.  In other words,
biased information shared
through social channels strongly
outweighed the balanced
information provided in the
original journalistic articles.

This may not be too
surprising.  A recent study by
Mickes et al. (2013) found that
one of the most memorable
kinds of information is the kind
shared through Facebook status
updates.  Compared with
sentences from books and
newspaper

headlines, Facebook status updates were 
easily the most memorable.  People 
know how to make information interest-
ing and they appear to do so adaptively.

This may come down to language's
evolutionary roots as asocial adaptation, 
which appears to trump its utility as a 
mechanism for communicating ecolog-
ical nformation (Redhead & Dunbar, 
2013). Communication may be first 
about providing social cues, second 
about communicating risks (like ‘Run!’) 
and only third about providing informa-
tion. Or so it is in our brains built by the 
sausage-fingered hands of evolution.

Society is a megaphone 
for risk

Professor Thomas Hills discusses the common 
phenomenon of information distortion
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The strange medical 
condition called sleep paralysis

Stephanie Soh explains the condition affecting less than 
8% of the population

It is as weird and as frightening as it 
sounds. You wake up and try to move 
but the numbing sensation of your 

hands and legs are paralysed. You try to 
scream but nothing seems to come out. 
Sometimes there’s even an intruder in 
your bedroom. Sitting. Right. On. Your. 
Chest. 

Scientists believe that sleep paralysis 
may occur from the abnormal overlap of 
Rapid Eye Movement (REM) sleep and 
the waking stages of sleep. Everytime 
we sleep, we pass through a number 
of different sleep stages; the first being 
the moment we close our eyes and the 
last being REM sleep. REM sleep is not 
your typical, one-dimensional daydream 
experiences in which you visualise 
something with the ability to still sense 
your physical body. Whilst your muscles 
are completely paralysed in this stage, 
the eyes and respiratory system is still 
intact, hence the senses still being clear. 
It is this stage we are able to experience 
a fully-immersive, three-dimensional, 
multi-sensory hallucinatory experience. 

When we dream, certain neurotrans-
mitters called REM atonia are being 
released which paralyse almost all the 
muscles in our body. It helps stop us 
from acting out our dreams. On rare 
occasions, when this paralysis fails, we 
do act out the contents of our dreams - 
which explains why people sleepwalk or 
when you wake up all of a sudden from a 
dream in which you were falling. When 
the REM cycle isn’t interrupted and 
running 

smoothly, the brain is unconscious and 
fully asleep. This is different however, 
when you experience an episode of sleep 
paralysis. The REM cycle is interrupt-
ed so your brain is conscious and wide 
awake, yet your muscles are paralysed, 
hence why you find the inability to move 
even though you are aware that you are 
awake. The feeling of suffocation occurs 
from the REM atonia removing volun-
tary control of your breathing, since it 
controls your lungs. This experience of 
feeling a small blockage in your airway 
explains why your breathing becomes 
more shallow, which sends you into pan-
ic and triggers a response that you need 
to take in more oxygen. This feeling of 
suffocation is often perceived as a para-
normal, malevolent being sitting on your 
chest trying to choke you or hurt you 
because you are not able to move - don’t 
forget that REM sleep is a stage where 
we have our most vivid and immersive 
dreams - but scientists have shown that 
this is a hallucinatory experience that 
REM sleep can give us.

There are many causes as to why 
people may experience sleep paralysis; 
one condition being Narcolepsy. Other 
common causes are from sleep depriva-
tion, irregular sleeping patterns, a family 
history of having sleep paralysis or fun-
nily enough, sleeping on your back.   

Although it is not discussed often, 
it is a lot more common than you may 
think. In a recent UK 

study, results showed that nearly 30% of 
respondents claimed to have experienced 
at least one episode of sleep paralysis in 
their lifetime. A combination of different 
studies have shown an overall outcome 
that a smaller percentage - 7.6% of the 
general population - were to experience 
this. In this synthesis, 28.3% of students 
and 31.9% of psychiatric patients had 
experienced at least one episode of sleep 
paralysis. 34.6% of psychiatric patients 
who had panic disorders reported a life-
time of sleep paralysis. Studies continue 
to be carried out, but scientists predict 
that sleep paralysis will be lower in the 
general population than in students and 
that the highest rates will be found in 
psychiatric patients. (Sharpless, B. A., & 
Barber, J. P., 2011) It does make sense, 
as students are more likely to have ir-
regular sleeping patterns and experience 
more health problems such as insomnia, 
anxiety or depression. This can also 
explain why the prediction for psychiat-
ric patients to experience sleep paralysis 
is the highest sample, considering they 
are more likely to face the most mental 
problems out of all sample groups.

Despite sleep paralysis being a terrifying 
experience, it is temporary and com-
pletely harmless. The strange condition 
has still yet to reveal many results but for 
now, since you now know the causes and 

scientific reasoning behind it, 
sleep well!
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Unconscious bias is a word that’s 
been thrown around a lot nowa-
days: the act of judging someone 

based on any factor (age, build, race, 
gender, etc.) without being consciously 
aware of this.
Some claim that its effect is insignificant, 
while others say it is at the heart of an 
intrinsically unequal society, but with 
neither side being able to definitively 
prove their claims, they have fought each 
other to a standstill.
The silver bullet

This is where the Harvard IATs step 
in - a series of online tests designed 
to measure your level of implicit bias. 
Using the race IAT as an example, this is 
how it works: you are shown words and 
faces. The former can be positive (e.g. 
terrific) or negative (e.g. sickening). The 
latter is the face of either a white person 
or black person.

In the first section, you press a key 
when you see a black face or bad word, 
and another key when you see a white 
face or a good word. In the second, this 
pattern is reversed. Response times in 
each condition identify your level of 
implicit bias.

The results obtained from these tests 
were stunning, 70% of online respon-
dents preferred white people over black 
people (association of positive words 
with white people and vice versa). In a 
similar vein, 72% associated male words 
with science and female words with 
liberal arts.

Just to hammer the point home, 72% 
associated black individuals with weap-
ons and white individuals with objects, 
which was particularly strong in 23% of 
respondents.

Naturally, I became curious, and 
decided to take the test for myself… 
three times, back-to-back. First, I was 
told I had a slight automatic preference 
for white people over black people, than 
black people over white people, then 
little to no preference either way. Lovely. 

Unsurprisingly, its validity is shaky 

at best. Scott Kaufman of Psychology 
Today suggests that the IAT effect may 
simply be a result of ingroup/outgroup 
bias, whereby we associate positive stim-
uli easily to our in-group and negative 
stimuli to an out-group. It measures not a 
specific race effect, but a quirk of human 
nature.

This falls in line with studies carried 
out on this effect. One study adminis-
tered two different variants of the IAT 
to a group. In one version, the in-group 
was ‘French and Me’ and the out-group 
was ‘North African’, in which they 
identified an IAT effect. However, when 
the categories were ‘French’ and ‘North 
African and Me’, the effect completely 
disappeared, suggesting the critical factor 
was group membership, not nationality. 
Numerous subsequent studies supported 
their findings.

In short, you can manipulate the vari-
ables in an IAT test to get any result you 
want. I’m not saying that this is what the 
Harvard researchers did, but ironically, it 
might’ve been an externality
of unconscious bias.

Predictive validity,
schmedictive validity.
The test is shaky at best,
but should we be concerned
about the influence of
unconscious bias?
My answer is… no,
unless it really is a
tangible problem. A
paper reassessing the
predictive validity of the
IAT found some
interesting patterns,
using the data of two
influential studies
frequently used
to prove causality.

In one, 90% of
their participants had 
positive IAT scores, in
that they were slower to
associate African-American
stimuli with positive words (and vice 

versa). Assuming these weren’t arbitrary, 
they expected a large proportion of their 
sample to discriminate against a black 
experimenter.

This wasn’t the case. In fact, over 
70% acted more positively towards the 
black experimenter. You shouldn’t be 
too concerned about unconscious bias. 
Only a handful of studies have examined 
the predictive validity of the IAT, and 
just over a dozen have examined how 
the race IAT predicts outcomes indica-
tive of inappropriate or discriminatory 
behaviours. When examined, they’re 
often weak, contradictory, or have been 
manipulated to produce a desired result.

If bulletproof evidence arises on 
how implicit bias affects behaviour, we 
should all pay attention. In the meantime, 
we can just settle on not being rude about 
our differences.

Implicit Association Tests: Making 
people feel bad for no reason

Fred Leung discusses why we should not jump to 
conclusions from IA    T scores

•COGNOSCENTI•9



Each year, Psychology Society runs 
an annual conference trip to the 
prestigious Cumberland Lodge. The 

trip itself runs over 3-days, during second 
term. It gives students the chance to hear 
from a variety of speakers, from across the 
country, discussing their research interests. 
Opportunities of learning, discussion and 
growth are all offered. What is particularly 
enriching about the trip is the fact that the 
content discussed is something you would 
not necessarily have exposure to within                   
modules on the course. 
There are  a total of nine 
speakers   from a variety 
of discipli- nes who will 
each host  a talk, with an 

opportunity for a question  and answer ses-
sion too or a discussion following the end 
of the talk.

Cumberland Lodge, which has been 
an educational charity since 1947, is a 
venue dedicated solely to the “betterment 
of society”, and is used for conferences 
by both higher education institutions and 
professional organisations. The Lodge is set 
in the heart of Great Windsor Park, with the 
idyllic surroundings perfect for reflection 
and thought on any subject matter.

The complete line-up of speakers for the 
upcoming trip this academic year* is yet 
to be announced. However, here at Cogno-
scenti we can reveal four of the speakers 
that will be in attendance, and the subjects 

of their respective talks.
Peter Coleman

Peter focuses his work on both spirituali-
ty and ageing. He looks into whether having 
a belief in an afterlife has an influence 
in terms of the likelihood of the onset of 
depression within old age. Alongside this, 
Peter will also be discussing the affect and 
impacts that spiritual beliefs have on the 
happiness within individuals who are in 
their old age.
Michael Wood 

Michael is a lecturer of Psychology at 
The University of Winchester.
His primary research interest lies in       

conspiracy beliefs, particularly focusing 
on why opinions on them differ so widely 
and whether they are in fact a valid way 
in which events occuring in the world can 
be explained. His talk will be focusing on 
beliefs in conspiracy theories, and the sub-
sequent effects that these beliefs have for 
individuals. Michael will also be discussing 
individual's beliefs in contradictory conspir-
acy theories.
Jessica Clarke

Jessica has been diagnosed with Disso-
ciative Identity 

Cumberland Lodge
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of their respective talks.
Peter Coleman

Peter focuses his work on both spirituali-
ty and ageing. He looks into whether having 
a belief in an afterlife has an influence 
in terms of the likelihood of the onset of 
depression within old age. Alongside this, 
Peter will also be discussing the affect and 
impacts that spiritual beliefs have on the 
happiness within individuals who are in 
their old age.
Michael Wood

Michael is a lecturer of Psychology at 
The University of Whinchester.
His primary research interest lies in       

conspiracy beliefs, particularly focusing 
on why opinions on them differ so widely 
and whether they are in fact a valid way 
in which events occuring in the world can 
be explained. His talk will be focusing on 
beliefs in conspiracy theories, and the sub-
sequent effects that these beliefs have for 
individuals. Michael will also be discussing 
individual's beliefs in contradictory conspir-
acy theories.
Jessica Clarke

Jessica has been diagnosed with Disso-
ciative Identity 

Disorder, and runs a
YouTube channel ('MultiplicityAndMe')
to try and raise awareness for the disorder.
Her talk will focus on her own personal 
account of having Dissociative Identity 
Disorder.
Michael Moore

Michael is a lecturer of social psycholo-
gy. His talk will revolve around Delusions: 
A case of proxy.

*The 2018 event is fully booked! How-
ever, do not miss the fantastic opportunity 
in the following
academic year, all
Psychology
students are 
welcome to

attend.
For more information on the trip, please 

contact Psychology Society directly on their 
Facebook page, and to find out more infor-
mation on Cumberland Lodge itself, take a 
look at their website on:
http://www.cumberlandlodge.ac.uk/

Cumberland Lodge
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Impacts of subliminal 
perception on behaviour

 Rhiannon Richards discusses whether seeing is really believing

Subliminal perception is defined as 
“stimuli which acts below the ab-
solute threshold level in our level 

of consciousness”. Have you ever had 
a burning desire to buy something you 
have seen advertised? Many advertise-
ments (from Pepsi to Disney) have been 
known to use sexual cues subliminally 
to enhance the appeal of an item by ac-
tivating our unconscious drives. Vicary 
(1957) conducted an experiment during 
a cinema screening in which subliminal 
frames of popcorn and the phrase “drink 
Diet Coke” were placed into the film. 
Results showed that individuals were 
more likely to buy the primed products 
after the film, causing a public debate 
towards the power of unconscious 
stimuli and its abilities to manipulate 
and control the mind. Whilst this debate 
reminds me of a plot derived from a 
dystopian sci-fi, such claims caused 
mixed opinions and resulted in banning 
its use in advertising across countries. 
The findings of Vicary’s study turned 
out to be fabricated, yet the debate of 
unconscious influence has inspired 
many psychologists to find answers to 
the question: does subliminal perception 
actually influence our decisions? 

Throughout our lives we are bom-
barded by conscious influences which 
manipulate our decisions. Persuasions 
of everything from fashion choices to 
our own self-image. Yet what does this 
mean for our free will if such manipula-
tions of behaviour are possible without 
our awareness? 

It wasn’t until recent years we were 
able to understand how we identify sub-
liminal stimuli, and how it impacts our 
behaviour. Research into incentives in a 
money-based task showed, participants 
exerted more motivation towards the 
task when primed consciously or sub-
liminally with large amounts of money. 
Also, FMRI scans showed activation of 
the basal forebrain in the limbic system, 
which is partly responsible for emotion-
al regulation. However, whilst activation 
was the same, sympathetic arousal in the 
conscious and subliminal primes were 

different. Because of this, it suggests 
that whilst its interpretation was differ-
ent, the brain registered a manipulation 
of motivational behaviour in both cases.

Other researchers have found that 
other brain regions, such as the primary 
visual cortex are influenced subliminal-
ly. When primed with subliminal infor-
mation it becomes active, showing the 
visual system attends to stimuli below 
the conscious threshold. 

Similar research has discovered that 
self-esteem was reported to increase 
when participants were primed with 
subliminal messages of positive traits 
(Dijksterhuis, 2004), while exposure to 
subliminal photographs of people who 
differed in mood or in attractiveness 
resulted in social affected self-evalua-
tion and accessibility of the self (Stapel 
& Blanton, 2004).

Are our thoughts and behaviours 
dependent on the influence of the un-
known, to the extent that such influences 
conflict with conscious intentions? We 
can conclude that the answer can be yes 
and no. Whilst we can be influenced by 
subliminal stimuli, it is rendered power-
less without an initial desire to carry out 
such a task. Researchers
from the University of Nijmegen 
produced a replication of the infamous 
Vicary cinema study with a priming 
task with the brand-name “Lipton-Ice”. 
Results did increase the likelihood of 
participants choosing Lipton-Ice tea 
over another beverage with no
explanation for their intention, but
only if they reported they were
thirsty before the experiment began. 
From this, we can gather that
subliminal perception did
not control the participants’
behaviour,         but 
facilitated          their
pre-existing           need for
a drink with 
a suggestion.
Likewise,
Eimer and
Schlagh-
ecken 

(1998) found that when individuals were 
free to make a decision on the direction 
of an arrow in a visual masking task, 
no such subliminal effect was present 
compared to a primed task. This shows 
that we only react to subliminal stimuli 
when we want to.

What does this conclude for our 
free will? From a subliminal point of 
view, our perception is not dictated by 
unconscious stimuli. Thankfully, it con-
cludes that we are not slaves to the mind 
controlling forces of something invisible 
to us, rather users of guided judgment. 
However, many     psychologists still 
debate that none     of our decisions are 
truly free due to      such guided judg-
ments and biases,     yet this topic settles 
among a larger         debate. For now, we 
can agree that          subliminal influence 
remains only a           factor of  human 
behaviour and             decision making.

•COGNOSCENTI•12



Procrastination; we all do it. Or, ac-
cording to research, nearly all of us. 

80-95% of college students procrastinate
at least sometimes (and 50% consis-
tently). 15-20% of adults are chronic 
procrastinators. Even other species 
procrastinate; pigeons will choose not 
to complete a task for a reward if they 
can get the same reward for completing 
a task later on, even if the second task is 
harder.

How much of a problem is procrastina-
tion really? The evidence is less con-
clusive than you might expect. Unfortu-
nately, few studies have found benefits 
of procrastination, but several have 
found no effect, and others have found 
that people who procrastinate have only 
slightly lower grades and slightly higher 
stress levels.

The negative effects of procrastination 
depends on what kind of a procrastinator 
you are. Westgate et al (2016) separated 
students into five procrastination types, 
based on whether they procrastinat-
ed and whether they were productive 
(academically or non-academically) 
while procrastinating . They found, 
unsurprisingly, that those who did 
not procrastinate achieved the best 
grades. However, students whose 
procrastination was academically 
productive did just as well! They 
also found that unproductive procras-
tinators were the smallest group of 
students. Most people procrastinated 
usefully!

Despite this, procrastination is 
often frustrating, and there is 
plenty of evidence suggesting 
that it’s bad for you. So why do 
we still do it? And are there ways 
of stopping that might actually 
work?

The answer to ‘why’ is likely 
to be in the difference between 
the short and long-term effects 
of procrastination. Human be-
ings are pretty bad at resisting 
short-term gains to get long-term 
benefits. We tend to do something 
called temporal discounting. This 

means that, the further away in time 
something is, the less we consider it 
in our decisions. So although getting 
a good grade might be a much larger 
reward than we’ll get from watching 
another episode on Netflix, we discount 
it because it’s much further in the future. 
One study on American students found 
that, although students with low levels of 
procrastination had lower levels of stress 
and illness at the end of the term, at the 
beginning of the term the procrastinators 
were actually doing better; there were 
real short-term gains to procrastinating.

A classic study used on children, the 
Marshmallow Test, shows in action our 
inability to resist temptation. Children 
are given one deliciously tempting 
marshmallow and told that, if they can 
manage to resist eating it for fifteen 
minutes, they will get a second marsh-
mallow. Two thirds of 4-6 year olds 
fail. Similarly, as adults, we are often 
unable to resist the short-term pleasure 
(a marshmallow, or checking Facebook) 
to get the long-term gain (two marshmal-
lows, or a good grade).

Given how many people procrasti-
nate, it’s not surprising that there have 
been a lot of suggestions on how to stop 
it, some more helpful than others. The 
following ways are a few suggestions for 
stopping procrastination that have been 
made based on research (Steel, 2007).

One reason not to procrastinate is if 
the task is something you enjoy doing. 
People tend to procrastinate more if a 
task is boring or too difficult. But, if you 
can make a task more or less challeng-
ing, perhaps by adding to it or breaking 
it down into smaller steps, you may be 
able to find a balance between too boring 
and too challenging that will help you 
stop procrastinating. You could also 
make a task more enjoyable by pairing 
it with something that you do enjoy, 
like meeting up with a friend who can 
then work on it with you. Alternatively, 
reward yourself for finishing a task, so 
that you learn to associate the task with 
the reward.

Removing distractions and working in 
a good environment can also be helpful. 
Some research suggests that working in 

one, consistent environment can de-
crease procrastination. If you use a 
computer or a phone, there are apps 
that allow you to remove distrac-
tion by blocking specific websites, 
or just stopping yourself from using 
the internet altogether. Something 
as simple as removing an icon from 
your desktop or a website from your 
favourite site list may also work.

Another way to stop procrasti-
nating is to set yourself deadlines. 

These can be private, personal 
deadlines you set for yourself. 
However, they are likely to 
be more effective if you can 
somehow make them external, 

for example by telling a friend 
about them. You are more 
likely to procrastinate if your 
deadline is further away, so by 
giving yourself extra, closer 
deadlines, you can help your-
self procrastinate less!

Procrastination: Can it
really be helped?

Clare Renshaw suggests techniques to combat the
phenomena affecting most students
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Over the past decade, American 
Football has become an increas-
ingly popular sport all over the 

world. For example, between three and 
four NFL (National Football League) 
games are played in the United King-
dom every year. As millions of people 
watch each team fight for every yard in 
an attempt to lead their team to victory, 
there’s always one stand-out player, the 
most famous player on the team: The 
Quarterback.

The quarterback is arguably the most 
crucial player on any American Football 
team. For those reading who are unsure 
as to what a ‘Quarterback’ is, it is the 
member of the offense who has to throw 
the ball to other members of the offense, 
to gain yards and score touch-
downs. An archetypal quar-
terback (not solely based 
on US chick flicks), is most 
commonly known for their 
physical attributes (e.g. their 
strength and mobility). How-
ever, in contrast to popular be-
lief, the most important 
part of a quarterback’s 
game is their mind.

This article will 
explore the impor-
tance of a quar-
terback’s mental 
abilities, and what 
aspects of the mind 
are activated specif-
ically.

The mental 
challenges a quar-
terback has to face 
can be summarised 
into two main 
sub-categories: 
mental imagery 
(visualisation), 
and memory and 
decision-making.

Mental Imagery

This is one of the most crucial aspects of 
playing quarterback, defined as a qua-si-
perceptual experience – it resembles 
perceptual experience, but occurs in the 
absence of appropriate external stim-uli. 
This essentially means the ability to 
create clear, detailed, and accurate 
images in your mind of events that you 
want to make physical reality. Before 
the quarterback is given the ball, they 
have to visualise what routes the 
receivers are running (i.e. the direction 
the receiver runs in an attempt to catch 
the ball, the redlines in figure 1), as well 
as what they predict the defense to do 
(Hall, Rodgers, and Barr, 1990).  So, 
how does the mind accomplish this?

There are many theories that 
explain how mental imagery 

works. The earliest theory 
proposed was entitled the 
psychoneuromuscular 
theory (Carpenter, 1894). Es-
sentially, this theory suggests 
that the motor patterns that 

are generated during 
mental imagery 

are the same 
as those used 
for physical 
practice, essen-
tially creating 

a ‘mental blueprint’ 
in the central nervous 
system. The most widely 
accepted theory as to how 
sportspeople effectively 

visualise is the Triple Code 
Model of Imagery (ISM) (Ahsen, 

1984). Ahsen believed that there are 
three fundamental parts to success-
fully forming a mental image. First, it 

must have all the attributions of a sen-
sation, with the only difference being 
that it is internal (i.e., the quarterback 

has to imagine all the senses, not just 
visual – sound, smell etc., when 

making their decision). Secondly, there 
must be a somatic response, meaning that 
the imagery results in psychophysiologi-
cal changes in the body (i.e., this leads to 
the quarterback’s necessary muscles be-
ing ‘primed’ to make the throw, based on 
the pre-snap read). Finally, the third part 
is the meaning of the image, referring to 
the idea that the image has to be specific 
to the individual.

Memory and Decision-Making
A quarterback is required to learn a 

vast amount of information, such as what 
defense to expect, and what the offense 
can do when they have the ball. Specif-
ically, a quarterback has to form ‘se-
mantic memories’ (the memory of facts, 
concepts, meanings etc.) (Tulving, 1974). 
Research by Tulving et al. has shown 
that the frontal and temporal cortices 
are crucial in the storing of semantic 
memory. Therefore, it can be assumed 
that these structures are vital in helping a 
quarterback learn how to read the oppos-
ing players. Furthermore, a quarterback 
has to use this memory in order to make 
a decision in a very short amount of time. 
Research by Bechara & van der Linden 
(2005) has indicated that the frontal lobe 
of the cerebral cortex is the most import-
ant brain structure in decision-making, 
based on studies on damage to the frontal 
lobe. These studies have determined that 
damage to the frontal lobe increases the 
chances of making impulsive decisions. 
For a quarterback, this would be det-
rimental, as it increases the chances of 
making an incorrect decision (e.g. throw-
ing an interception, which is throwing 
the ball to the other team).

In summary, there is no question 
that a quarterback’s physical attributes 
are important to their overall abilities. 
However, as reinforced in Susan Reyn-
olds article, “Battle of the Quarterback 
Brains” (2012), it is a quarterback’s mind 
that separates the Super Bowl winners, 
from the NFL Draft busts.

The psychology of
playing quarterback

Tom Craston highlights the importance of mental ability 
in dictating success
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Who doesn’t use a contactless 
card? Since its introduction 
in 2007 contactless payment 

has gradually taken over the nation, 
showing its biggest increase in usage 
late 2014 (Campbell, 2015). Initial 
safety and fraud issues were quickly 
dealt with employing user restrictions 
and convenience and ease won out in 
the end. 

Earlier literature regarding the intro-
duction of the credit card, provides us 
with a more alarming picture. Prelec 
and Loewenstein (1998) hypothesized 
that when people pay, there is a certain 
feeling of loss and even pain associat-
ed with the parting of money. This is 
called the pain of paying. A study by 
Prelec and Simester (2001) has shown 
that this pain is strongest when using 
cash, as the pain is exacerbated with the 
use of a physical exchange mechanism. 
Due to its relatively high painfulness, 
individuals significantly spent less 
using cash. This effect was not found 
when using vouchers or certificates 
representing values.  Expanding on this 
finding, Raghubir & Srivastava (2008) 
repeated the experiment making use of 
cash and credit cards. Again, compared 
to cash, individuals experienced sig-
nificantly less pain and as a result spent 
significantly more, when making use 
of credit cards as a form of payment. 
Several studies have replicated these 
findings. 

The pain of 
paying is 
not just 

linked to increased spending. Shah, et 
al. (2016) have argued that the increase 
seen in spending when using “easier” 
methods of payment is mediated by the 
salience of the payment. Studies found 
that when randomising sets of partici-
pants, having one set shop only using 
cash and the other only credit cards for 
their shopping expenditures made a 
difference in ability to correctly recall 
prices of the items bought. Even though 
the experimenter had insisted on par-
ticipants paying attention to prices and 
had raised awareness of participants 
being tested on these prices later, credit 
card users were significantly less likely 
to correctly recall the prices of items 
they had purchased minutes before 
their examination (Soman, 2001). Mul-
tiple studies replicated this effect, and 
it was hypothesized that as payment 
mechanisms become less physical, 
easier and more convenient, their sa-
lience is reduced, mediating a decrease 
in the pain of payment and leading to 
increased spending. These assumptions 
seem to hold for contactless as well, 
as a study by MasterCard reported a 
30% increase in spending for the first 
half a year after contactless cards were 
released (Kahtan, 2012).

My own pilot study tested wheth-
er the findings and assumptions for 
credit card use - focussing on reduced 
salience and increased spending - could 
be extended towards contactless pay-
ments. With the cooperation of 
Rootes Grocery Store, 

individuals 
were 

approached after their shopping, asked 
to hand in their receipts and complete a 
survey. The survey was used to obtain 
an estimation of expenditure and the 
method of payment. After both the re-
ceipt and the estimate were collected, it 
was possible to calculate the difference 
between actual expenditure and the 
estimate of expenditure, which is the 
measure of reduced salience. In total, a 
sample of 314 individuals was obtained 
and the analysis was carried out. 

Results showed that a majority of 
the sample used contactless as their 
method of payment. Most interesting, 
it was found that there was no signif-
icant difference in expenditures. The 
hypothesis of increased spending was 
not confirmed within this sample. 
Looking at the reduced salience, the 
results did show a significant differ-
ence between estimates of expenditure. 
Individuals using contactless methods 
were increasingly likely to incorrectly 
estimate their expenditures. Individuals 
using non-contactless methods were 
significantly more likely to correctly 
estimate their expenditures.

It is clear that there are differences 
between contactless and non-con-
tactless payment methods. Although 
the initial hypothesis about increased 
spending was not confirmed, the 
hypothesis about reduced salience 
and there- fore increas-
ingly inaccurate 

recall 
seems 
to 
hold. 

The cognition behind
contactless payment

Merle van den Akker discusses the power of payment 
methods on spending behaviour
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