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Abstract
The discipline of social psychology is currently engaged is a collective debate about wheth-

er we are facing a crisis, with cases of scientific fraud, questionable research practices, and 

non-replication as prominent concerns. Interestingly, this is not the first time our discipline 

has been perceived to face a crisis. Collective confidence appears to wax and wane, even when 

actual research practices change little. Such periods of perceived crisis (as well as confidence) 

reflect a Zeitgeist: they are collective and abstract perceptions of the state of the field. This re-

search investigates the influence of formal (within workshops) and informal (interpersonal) 

communication among junior social psychologists during a summer school in shaping peo-

ple’s Zeitgeist-like perceptions of pessimism/optimism about the state of the field. A longitu-

dinal field study and social network analysis showed that only formal discussions influenced 

these perceptions. Importantly, abstract perceptions of optimism about the discipline had no 

relation to concrete intentions to adopt better research practices. The findings imply that the 

best way to face the perceived crisis in our field is to collectively discuss it.    
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Since 2011, a series of unfortunate incidents (cases of scientific fraud, the non-replication 

of landmark studies) have triggered a collective discussion about whether the discipline of so-

cial psychology is in crisis. Although concerns about the prevalence of questionable research 

practices, p-hacking and non-replicability are a matter for debate, it is clear that across the 

board confidence in the reliability of social psychological research is in question to a degree 

that it has not been for a long time (e.g. Open Science Collaboration, 2015). The Zeitgeist within 

our discipline appears to be pessimistic: concerns about our research are widely debated (e.g. 

Earp & Trafimow, 2015; Pashler & Wagenmakers, 2012b).

As is fitting for a field facing these questions, there have been numerous initiatives to 

restore and repair trust since 2011. We have seen concrete improvements (e.g., open science 

practices, replication projects, more stringent journal requirements) and much discussion 

and debate about further possibilities for improving research quality. Through formal sym-

posia and high profile talks (e.g., the presidential address at SPSP 2015) as well as special is-

sues and journal articles (e.g. Pashler & Wagenmakers, 2012a; Spellman, 2012) and through 

numerous informal conversations, social psychologists across the world are reflecting on the 

alleged crisis and possible changes to our practices. The present research aimed to investi-

gate the influence of such discussions on the collective perception of the state of the field: the 

Zeitgeist within social psychology. The context of the 2014 European Association of Social Psy-

chology (EASP) Summer School provided us with a unique opportunity to study how this Zeit-

geist evolved in a setting where both types of discussion occurred naturally: more formalized 

within workshops and plenty of informal interpersonal conversations outside work-hours. 

We conducted a longitudinal field study to examine the influence of both types of discussion 

on collective optimism (or pessimism) about the state of the field. Moreover, we used social 

network analysis to specifically study the influence of informal interpersonal discussions on 

junior social psychologists’ sense of crisis.

The Latest Crisis in Social Psychology
It would be an understatement to say that the scientific fraud of Diederik Stapel came as a 

shock to our discipline. The committee examining the case, as well as the international press, 

were keen to point out that Stapel’s fraud had been facilitated by the way social psychology 

works as a science: Our research practices were the reason why his misconduct could go un-

detected for such a long time. Stapel’s fraud (closely followed by Smeesters and Sanna) fanned 

the flames of concerns that were already smouldering: Questionable research practices such 

as p-hacking and tendencies to report only positive results could seriously undermine the re-

liability of claims to knowledge (e.g. Bakker, van Dijk, & Wicherts, 2012; John, Loewenstein, & 
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Prelec, 2012; Simmons, Nelson, & Simonsohn, 2011). In addition, there were growing concerns 

about the replicability of some well-known studies, in particular in social priming research 

(Kahneman, 2012; Nosek & Lakens, 2014; Pashler & Wagenmakers, 2012b; Yong, 2012). Some 

have gone as far to claim that social psychology is in crisis (Earp & Trafimow, 2015).

However, this is not the first crisis social psychology has faced. In the 1970s, the field was 

perceived to be in a crisis that has many similarities to the current situation: A similar pessi-

mism about the state of the field and about the quality of research prevailed (Gergen, 1973; 

Moscovici, 1972; Ring, 1967). Major concerns at the time were the disconnect between social 

psychology and other social sciences and society more generally (Moscovici, 1972), the rel-

evance of knowledge derived from laboratory experiments to “real world” social problems 

(Ring, 1967; Tajfel, 1972), and the validity of the experimental method itself (Parker, 1989). 

Interestingly, several of the core concerns fuelling these criticisms are very similar to 

concerns that underlie more explicit criticisms in the current perceived crisis (Giner-Sorol-

la, 2012). Principally, they are doubts concerning the robustness of social psychological re-

search and the relevance of “fun” and “sexy” experimental effects for real life processes and 

behaviour. Moreover, none of the criticisms that dominate the current debate are particularly 

new. The flawed use of statistics, the over-reliance on small samples when drawing big con-

clusions, the need for more replication: All these have been voiced by very senior figures in 

the discipline for decades (e.g. Cohen, 1994; Meehl, 1978; Rozeboom, 1960; L. Wilkinson & Task 

Force on Statistical Inference, 1999). Thus, the central concerns about social psychological re-

search have changed little over the past four decades and only few of the criticisms are new. It 

is therefore pertinent to ask why the sense of crisis of the early 70s waned, to the point where 

social psychology’s self-perception was very positive from the late 80s onwards (e.g. Rijsman & 

Stroebe, 1989). Why did social psychology experience these collective mood-shifts from appar-

ent confidence in the 50s and 90s, to critically self-reflective in the 70s and 10s?

Conceptualising the Perceived Crisis as Zeitgeist
One answer might be that the perception of “crisis” is not just about the awareness of prob-

lems. The crisis rather seems to be based on the perceived consensus among social psychologists 

that the field is in a bad way. According to this analysis, the crisis as well as the previous exu-

berance is the product of shared perceptions of how “we” are doing. In recent research, such 

perceptions of the collective state of a society have been labelled a form of “Zeitgeist” (Van der 

Bles et al., 2015). A series of studies showed that despite positive objective indices of the state of 

the country (e.g., good GDP) and positive individual evaluations of their own lives, people can 

still be pessimistic about the state of their society and collectively display a negative Zeitgeist. 
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Based on this conceptualization of Zeitgeist, we would argue that the current negative 

perceptions of the state of the field could be relatively independent from its actual state, and 

from what individuals might think about their own research practices. Moreover, the fact that 

until recently the perceptions of social psychology were quite optimistic suggests that such 

perceptions can shift very quickly from positive to negative, as happened around 2011. Such 

rapid changes of Zeitgeist are not that rare. For example, sudden bouts of collective panic are 

familiar reoccurrences across contexts such as stock market crashes (in the same way that 

collective euphoria may cause economic bubbles). 

This phenomenon of collective panic seems elusive and hard to predict; more so because 

most explanations for it are unsatisfactory. The superficial analysis suggests that in such sit-

uations, everyone is possessed by the same kinds of fears or beliefs (cf. Le Bon, 1895). But we 

know from past research that this superficial analysis is wrong on closer inspection. Detailed 

research of the micro-dynamics of disasters and emergency situations has demonstrated that 

collective panic is extremely rare (Auf der Heide, 2004; Drury & Cocking, 2007; Mawson, 2005). 

When confronted with extreme events, most people will continue to behave in an orderly and 

meaningful way. Similarly, research taking a close look at the micro-dynamics of crowds has 

shown that contrary to popular belief, crowd behaviour is far from homogenous (McPhail, 

1991; Reicher, 1984; Turner & Kilian, 1972). The implication is that if we genuinely want to 

understand the processes by which collective perceptions and Zeitgeist exist and change, it is 

necessary to conduct a detailed study of individual beliefs and their change over time. Also in 

the case of the perceived crisis in social psychology, it is clear that there is a lot of debate about 

the issue of whether our field is indeed in a bad way and, if yes, what the most important prob-

lems are. Therefore we argue this is an ideal context to study how perceptions of the crisis and 

Zeitgeist are affected by conversations among scientists.    

In sum, we propose that in order to understand why perceptions that social psycholo-

gy would be in crisis have emerged in recent years, it is important to examine micro-level 

processes that shape people’s global perception of the state (and future) of the discipline. We 

propose that one of the important antecedents of such global perceptions is the perceived 

consensus among group members about what “we” are and what the state of our field is. Con-

sensus develops through communication: By talking with each other we are able to construct 

and validate shared cognitions (collective judgments and perceptions, such as stereotypes) 

and emotions (see e.g. Lyons & Kashima, 2003; Postmes et al., 2005; Swaab, Postmes, van Beest, 

& Spears, 2007). Thus, we propose that studying people’s perceptions of the state of the field 

and their communication about this within a group could help us gain understanding about 

how such forms of Zeitgeist develop (see Van der Bles et al., 2015).
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The Present Research
In the present research we explore how perceptions of the state of social psychology as a 

discipline were influenced by formal and informal communications at a collective gathering 

of junior social psychologists. Fortunately, we were able to study this at the 2014 EASP Sum-

mer School in Lisbon, Portugal. The summer school gathered 76 PhD students and 10 senior 

academics for two weeks to discuss research in social psychology and develop new research 

ideas. In this context, a collective sense of crisis about the state of the field could easily have 

spread: The intense summer school programme meant that participants formed a (closed) 

social network and were communicating intensely with other participants during these two 

weeks. Moreover, the crisis in social psychology was much discussed during the summer 

school. One of the five workshops specifically focused on epistemology and methods in social 

psychology, therefore discussing research practices and the discipline of social psychology 

in more detail. The other four workshops focused more generally on research in subfields 

of social psychology and discussed research practices and controversies to various degrees 

(topics were: socially situated cognition; implicit prejudice, stereotypes, and discrimination; 

social identity, influence, and deviance in groups; and the social psychology of justice). In this 

context, we studied the effects of communication on the Zeitgeist of crisis in social psychology 

both by looking at the differences between workshops in which the crisis was (more formally) 

discussed (or not) and by looking at the (more informal) communications between partici-

pants in the discussion networks that developed during the summer school. 

We conducted a longitudinal field study with three waves: just before the start of the sum-

mer school, half-way through, and just after the summer school ended. We measured the per-

ceived level of discussion about the state of the field in each workshop in order to investigate 

in influence of more formal discussion on (change in) Zeitgeist. Furthermore, we collected in-

formation on people’s social and discussion networks at each wave in order to investigate the 

influence of more informal discussion on (change in) Zeitgeist using a social network analysis. 

Social network analysis allows us to investigate whether people’s beliefs influenced who they 

talked to and whether who people talked to changed what people believed. People’s collective 

pessimism/optimism about the state of the field was measured as an indicator of Zeitgeist. We 

expected that both more formal and informal discussions about the state of the field would 

influence Zeitgeist; yet given the exploratory character of this research, we were unsure about 

whether people’s collective perception of the state of the field would become more optimistic 

or pessimistic. 
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Method

Participants and Procedure
The population were 76 PhD students (including two of the authors), who were split into 

five workshops of approximately 15 people. Most were from universities across Europe, as 

well as 10 from Australia and the US. In total 46 respondents completed all three waves (31 

female, Mage = 28.13, SD = 2.54). 

The study consisted of online questionnaires distributed in three waves. Wave 1 was ini-

tiated two days before the summer school; the last response came in on Day 2 (N = 59). Wave 

2 was conducted half-way, in the weekend after the first week (N = 53). Wave 3 was initiated 

directly after the summer school (N = 51). The study complied with local ethical procedures 

of the Summer School host institutions (Institute of Social Sciences of the University of Lisbon 

and University Institute of Lisbon). Informed consent was obtained at the start of Wave 1, in 

which we stressed that participation was voluntary and explained how we secured partic-

ipants’ anonymity. Participants were debriefed after completion of the final questionnaire.

Measures
In all questionnaires, participants first completed network measures before answering all 

other questions. All measures were included in all three waves.1

Social and discussion networks. At Wave 1, baseline measures of parti cipants’ networks 

were completed. For the social network, participants indicated whether they knew every oth-

er Summer School attendee (we defined “knowing” as recognizing this person by sight or 

name and having met in person at least once; 0 = did not know prior to summer school, 1 = did 

know, 2 = unsure). For the discussion network, participants indicated for very other attendee 

whether they had talked about the state of social psychology as a discipline prior to summer 

school (1 = never, 2 = once, 3 = a few times, 4 = almost every day, 5 = multiple times a day). 

At Wave 2, social networks were operationalized by asking participants to indicate how 

close they felt to every other attendee (on a scale from 1 = not at all close to 5 = very close). The 

discussion network was operationalized as in Wave 1, only now for the first week of summer 

school. At Wave 3, participants answered these same questions for the second week. 

Perceived level of workshop discussion. In order to assess the level of formal discus-

sions about the state of the field, participants indicated the extent of discussion within each 
1 Also included, but not reported here for reasons of brevity, were measures of perceptions of ways to improve research quality (6 

items, developed for this study); stereotype content of social psychologists (5 items: friendly, warm, competent, capable, honest); 

identification with social psychology; efficacy beliefs to change the state of the field; and self-reported sociability (all 1 item). 
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workshop (“The state of the field is discussed … in my workshop”, on a scale from 1 = very little 

to 7 = a lot). This measure was included in Waves 2 and 3. 

Quality of research perceptions. We measured participants’ personal- and collective-lev-

el views of the quality of social psychological research. We asked them to indicate “based on 

the research that you [s/he would] have personally encountered, read about, witnessed being 

conducted or conducted yourself [themselves], what percentage of social psychological re-

search do you [does the average social psychologist] believe is”: Valuable, High quality, Valid, 

Important for science, Replicable, Important for society, Untrustworthy (R), Flawed (R), Mean-

ingless (R), Atheoretical (R), Sloppy (R), and Irrelevant (R) (on a scale from 0 to 100 percent; 

Wave 1-3: αcollective = .91-.92; αpersonal = .86-.93).

Personal- and collective optimism about the field (Zeitgeist). We asked participants 

to indicate perceived collective pessimism/optimism about the state of the field as a measure 

of the current Zeitgeist, with one item: “Researchers in social psychology are generally … 

about the state of social psychology as a discipline”. We also asked people about their personal 

views: “I am generally … about the state of social psychology as a discipline” (scales from -3 

very pessimistic to +3 very optimistic, which were later recoded to 1-7 scales).2 

Behavioral change intentions. We measured participants’ intentions change their be-

havior towards better research practices with six items: Use the “21-word solution” in a paper; 

Publish in an open access journal; Confront a colleague who is considering engaging in ques-

tionable research practices; Sign a petition for better research practices; Join an international 

direct replication initiative (such as “Many Labs Replication Project”); Organize a workshop 

or symposium addressing better research practices (W1-3 α = .69-.72). In addition, we included 

three items to measure intentions to stay in science (Stay in science, Leave science (R), Move to 

a different field of research (R); W1-3 α = .71-.86). All items were measured on a scale from 1 = 

very unlikely to 7 = very likely.3 

Demographics and control variables. Lastly, we asked participants to indicate their age, 

gender, which year of their PhD program they were at, and the country in which they were 

conducting their PhD. In Wave 2 and 3, we included measures of enjoyment (“I enjoy[ed] par-

ticipating in the EASP Summer School” and “I enjoy[ed] participating in my workshop”, on a 

scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). 
2 Also included but not reported here were one collective- and one personal-level item about the future of social psychology. The results 

for these future perceptions are similar to the optimism about the current state of the field. In Wave 2 and 3, we also added two items 

asking about the perceived optimism of “Participants in the Summer School”  

3 We also included two more generic academic actions (Want to serve on an Ethics Board/Committee, Act as a reviewer), which are not 

reported here.
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Results

We first examined the extent to which the crisis was discussed in various workshops. A 

mixed 2 (within-subjects: time) x 5 (between-subjects: workshop) repeated measures analysis 

of variance (RM ANOVA) showed only a significant between-workshop difference (F(4, 41) = 

10.57, p < .001, ηp
2 = .51). Participants in three workshops consistently reported above-midpoint 

levels of discussion (MW2-W3 of 4.35, 4.71, and 6.464), while participants in the two remaining 

workshops consistently reported the level of discussion below scale midpoint (MW2-W3 of 3.00 

and 3.60). In the subsequent analyses, we have collapsed the participants of these respective 

workshops together in two groups: workshops with a lot of discussion (N = 31) and work-

shops with little discussion (N = 14). The comparison between these workshops is facilitated by 

the fact that overall levels of summer school as well as workshop enjoyment were very high 

and significantly increased over time, and there were no significant differences in enjoyment 

between workshops (see Table 5.1).5 Table 5.2 presents correlations between the dependent 

variables.

Quality of research perceptions. A mixed 3 (time) x 2 (workshop) RM ANOVA showed 

a significant positive increase of collective perceptions of the quality of social psychological 

research over time (Greenhouse-Geisser F(1.57, 66.03) = 5.86, p = .008, ηp
2 = .12), and no signifi-

cant differences between workshops with more or less discussion. Across workshops at Wave 

1, participants indicated that on average 67.11% of research that the average social psycholo-

gist encountered was valuable, which increased to 72.12% at Wave 3 (see Table 5.1).

Participants’ personal perceptions of the quality of social psychological research showed a 

similar pattern: again, we found a significant positive increase over time (Greenhouse-Geisser 

F(1.71, 73.43) = 9.15, p = .001, ηp
2 = .18) and no differences between workshops. At Wave 1, 

participants indicated on average that they perceived 65.41% of the research they encoun-

tered as valuable, which increased to 70.53% at Wave 3 (see Table 5.1). This seems to indicate 

that during the course of the summer school, while people were actively engaged in learning 

about research in various subfields of social psychology and therefore encountered a lot of 

research, participants personally became more positive about the quality of research and also 
4 The higher mean belongs (unsurprisingly) to the workshop on epistemology and methods in social psychology. We verified whether 

effects reported below were powered specifically by this workshop, but analyses in which this workshop was excluded (i.e., comparing 

workshops with M=3.00 & 3.60 with M=4.35 & 4.71) showed similar results.     

5 We thought that another major difference between participants could stem from their nationality (e.g., European vs. Non-European, 

Dutch vs. other nationalities). Checks revealed however that nationality of the participants did not influence the results. These effects 

are not reported here in detail.
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perceived the field collectively to become more positive, regardless of whether the state of the 

field was discussed a lot in their workshop. 

Collective optimism about the field. We investigated the difference in change over time 

between workshops with more or less discussion for collective optimism about the state of 

the field, as an indicator of Zeitgeist. A mixed 3 (time) x 2 (workshop) RM ANOVA showed a 

significant effect of time (F(2, 86) = 4.37, p = .016, ηp
2 = .09), qualified by a significant interaction 

between time and workshop, F(2, 86) = 5.81, p = .004, ηp
2 = .12. Participants’ perceived collective 

optimism remained relatively stable over time in workshops with little discussion. In contrast, 

in workshops with discussions about the state of the field participants’ perceived collective 

optimism increased over time (see Table 5.1; linear contrast of this interaction F(1, 43) = 9.68, 

p = .003, ηp
2 = .18). The between-subjects effect of workshop was not significant. Thus, these 

results suggest that frequent discussions about the state of the field within workshops led to 

an increase in collective optimism about the state of the field. 

Personal optimism about the field. The 3 (time) x 2 (workshop) mixed RM ANOVA 

showed no significant effects, although there was a marginally significant effect in line with 

prior results. Over time, people became personally more optimistic about the state of the field, 

from a mean of 4.24 at Wave 1, to 4.78 at Wave 3 (see Table 5.1). 

Behavioral change intentions. For behavioral change intentions towards better research 

practices, a mixed 3 (time) x 2 (workshop) RM ANOVA showed a significant effect of time (F(2, 

86) = 4.07, p = .021, ηp
2 = .09) and marginally significant effect of workshop (F(1, 43) = 3.195, 

p = .081, ηp
2 = .07), but no significant interaction (F(2, 86) < 1, p = ns). At Wave 1, participants 

across all workshops indicated an average intention to change their research practices of 4.87, 

which decreased slightly at Wave 2 and increased again at Wave 3 to 4.73 (quadratic contrast 

of time F(1, 43) = 8.09, p = .007, ηp
2 = .16; see Table 5.1). On average, people in workshops with 

little discussions had lower change intentions (EMM = 4.41, 95% CI[3.97; 4.84]) than people 

in workshops with a lot of discussion (EMM = 4.87, 95% CI[4.58; 5.17]). These results seem to 

suggest that even though people become more optimistic about the state of the field, this does 

not lower their intentions to engage in better research practices.

The workshops or summer school also did not change participants’ intentions to stay or 

leave science: There were no significant differences on this measure (see Table 5.1). Partici-

pants reported on average that it was somewhat likely they would stay in social psychology.
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Table 5.1 
M

eans, Standard Deviations, and F-tests for all variables.  
  

M
eans (Standard D

eviations) 
 

Variable 
W

ave 1 
W

ave 2 
W

ave 3 
F 

df 
p 

η
p 2 

Sum
m

er School enjoym
ent 

 
6.30 (0.78) 

6.55 (0.80) 
12.05 

1,42 
.001 

.22 

W
orkshop enjoym

ent 
 

6.09 (0.78) 
6.40 (0.71) 

4.23 
1,42 

.046 
.09 

Collective quality perceptions 
67.11 (16.46) 

70.87 (12.14) 
72.12 (11.81) 

5.86
G

G
 

1.57, 66.03 
.008 

.12 

Personal quality perceptions 
65.41 (12.55) 

66.90 (13.08) 
70.53 (13.78) 

9.15
G

G
 

1.71, 73.43 
.001 

.18 

Collective optim
ism

 
W

orkshops w
ith discussion 

W
orkshops w

ith little discussion 

 3.81 (1.11) 
4.07 (1.54) 

 4.61 (1.23) 
4.21 (1.31) 

 5.00 (1.00) 
3.93 (1.33) 

 5.81* 
 2,86 

 .004 
 .12 

Personal optim
ism

 
4.24 (1.46) 

4.73 (1.36) 
4.78 (1.31) 

2.82
G

G
 

1.71, 73.64 
.074 

.06 

Behavioral change intentions 
4.87 (0.93) 

4.59 (0.88) 
4.73 (0.84) 

4.07 
2,86 

.021 
.09 

Staying in science 
4.68 (1.11) 

4.64 (1.12) 
4.65 (1.10) 

< 1 
2,86 

ns 
 

N
ote. This Table presents the follow

ing F-tests: (a) for sum
m

er school and w
orkshop enjoym

ent, 2 (tim
e) x 5 (w

orkshop) m
ixed 

RM
 AN

O
VA m

ain effects of tim
e; (b) for Collective optim

ism
 a 3 (tim

e) x 2 (w
orkshop) m

ixed RM
 AN

O
VA interaction effect 

betw
een tim

e and w
orkshop (also denoted by *); and (c) for all other variables 3 (tim

e) x 2 (w
orkshop) m

ixed RM
 AN

O
VA m

ain 
effects of tim

e. G
G

 = G
reenhouse-G

eisser F-test.  
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Table 5.2 
Correlations betw

een dependent variables. 
 

Variable 
1 

2 
3 

4 
5 

6 
7 

8 
9 

10 
11 

12 
13 

14 
15 

16 
17 

W
ave 1 

1. C optim
ism

 
 -- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

2. P optim
ism

 
.33* 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

3. C quality 
.18 

.11  
-- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

4. P quality 
.19 

.59*** 
.55*** 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

5. Change  
.22 

.11 
-.03 

-.07 
-- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

6. Staying 
.05 

.42** 
-.05 

.29* 
.07 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

W
ave 2 

7. C optim
ism

 
 .44** 

.18 
.24 

.25 
.05 

-.05 
 -- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

8. P optim
ism

 
-.30* 

.51*** 
.04 

.44** 
-.05 

.36** 
.17 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

9. C quality 
.42** 

.18  
.65*** 

.52** 
.04 

.06 
.41** 

-.03  
-- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

10. P quality 
.03 

.57*** 
.48*** 

.87*** 
-.14 

.30* 
.16 

.41** 
.48*** 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

11. Change 
.36* 

.08 
.23 

.08 
.81*** 

.16 
.29* 

-.05 
.17 

.05 
-- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

12. Staying 
-.10 

.38** 
-.18 

.18 
.10 

.88*** 
-.02 

.51*** 
-.06 

.18 
.03 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

W
ave 3 

13. C optim
ism

 
.33* 

.16 
.08 

.12 
.14 

.28 
.63*** 

.21 
.26 

.09 
.19 

.21 
 -- 

 
 

 
 

14. P optim
ism

 
-.13 

.59*** 
-.03 

.41** 
.02 

.56*** 
.16 

.78*** 
.05 

.33* 
-.02 

.51*** 
.48*** 

-- 
 

 
 

15. C quality 
.19 

.24 
.61*** 

.60*** 
.07 

.23 
.28 

.19 
.80*** 

.61*** 
.11 

.12 
.31* 

.20 
-- 

 
 

16. P quality 
-.13 

.50*** 
.44** 

.80*** 
-.02 

.34* 
.10 

.47** 
.52*** 

.81*** 
-.07 

.25 
.21 

.49*** 
.75*** 

-- 
 

17. Change 
.21 

.16 
.22 

.10 
.79*** 

.18 
.23 

.07 
.05 

.08 
.84*** 

.05 
.16 

.13 
.04 

-.03 
-- 

18. Staying 
.04 

.48** 
.05 

.36* 
.09 

.89*** 
.15 

.61*** 
.18 

.29* 
.11 

.92*** 
.31* 

.60*** 
.26 

.35* 
.05 

N
ote. C optim

ism
 = collective pessim

ism
/optim

ism
 about the state of the field (Zeitgeist); P optim

ism
 = personal pessim

ism
/optim

ism
 about the state of the 

field; C quality = collective quality of research perceptions; P quality = personal quality of research perceptions; Change = Behavioural change intentions; 
Staying = intentions to stay in science. 

* p < 0.05, ** p < .0.01, *** p < 0.001  
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Results – Network Analyses
In order to explore the consequences of more informal discussions between summer 

school participants about the state of the field on the development of Zeitgeist in more de-

tail, we analyzed the longitudinal co-evolution of scientific discussion networks and collective 

optimism about the field, using Rsiena (Ripley, Snijders, Boda, Vörös, & Preciado, 2015). This 

method can test two key mechanisms potentially influencing Zeitgeist: First, the consequences 

of different levels of collective optimism for who participants engage in discussion with (i.e., 

selection effects); and second, the consequence of who people engage in discussion with for 

their levels of collective optimism (i.e., social influence effects).

Two discussion networks were constructed (see Figure 5.1a and Figure 5.1b): Network 1 

(N1) consisted of 53 summer school participants (22 = missing, 1 = excluded as an extreme 

outlier for volume of discussion) reporting discussions between T1 and T2; and Network 2 

(N2) consisted of 50 participants (25 = missing, 1 = excluded) reporting discussion between 

T2 and T3.6 Participants became nodes in the network. Ties between participants represent 

the dichotomized presence or absence of interpersonal discussions about the state of the field 

between pairs of participants: Unidirectional (i.e., one participant’s report of) discussion ties 

were coded as 0 (little or no discussion, 1 and 2) or 1 (discussed a few times to multiple times a 

day, 3-5). Such dichotomization is a standard network analysis requirement. Control variables 

of gender, age, workshop group, personal optimism, and affiliation with participants were 

modelled, while collective optimism was the dependent variable. 

Descriptives
An initial investigation of networks shows that informal discussions grew in intensity, 

with overall connectedness of the networks (densityN1 = 0.08; densityN2 = 0.12) and the number 

of discussion ties (degreeN1 = 0.18; degreeN2 = 0.21) increasing over time. Although there is 

some suggested segregation at N2, with the shortest distance between participants increasing 

(closenessN1 =0.43; closenessN1 =0.36), information flow becomes more egalitarian, with the 

number of gatekeepers dropping (betweenness N1 = 0.07; betweenness N2 = 0.05).

To get an insight into the relation between discussion and collective optimism we explored 

selection effects (Figure 5.2), and influence effects (Figure 5.3). Figure 5.2 presents the con-

sequences of similarity in collective optimism among discussion partners at N1 for wheth-

er discussions are started, maintained, ceased or non-occurring across N1–N2. Interestingly, 
6 Because network growth between the control Network (measured at T1) and N1 was so substantial (Jaccard index = 0.09, below the 0.2 

threshold; change relative to proportion of ties = 0.1, below the 0.3 threshold), it is not possible to model longitudinal change between 

these time points, so the network at T1 cannot be included in our analyses.
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Figure 5.1a. The discussion network N1; coded for collective optimism (black = high, scale points 5-7; grey = low, 

scale points 2-4), and workshop group (circles = workshops with little discussion; diamond = workshops with a lot 

of discussion).

Figure 5.1b. The discussion network N2; coded for collective optimism (black = high, scale points 5-7; grey = low, 

scale points 2-4), and workshop group (circles = workshops with little discussion; diamond = workshops with a lot 

of discussion).
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individuals with relatively high (-1; Msimilarity T2 = 1.39, SD = 1.18) as well as low (-3) optimism 

similarity engaged in the most frequent discussions. Figure 5.3 presents the amount of change 

in collective optimism in N2 based on conversation partners in N1. Although mean similarity 

increases slightly over time (Msimilarity N1 = 1.39, SD = 1.18; Msimilarity N2 = 1.29, SD = 1.14), there is 

little evidence of social influence: Whether or not participant pairs had discussion ties was 

not associated with change in their later collective optimism; if anything, individuals with ties 

seem to be slightly more likely to stay different. 

Longitudinal Network Analysis
To test these selection and influence effects, we ran longitudinal analyses in Rsiena. Im-

portantly, there was enough change between N1 and N2 to model effectively (J = 0.42; exceed-

ing the minimum 0.2 level). 

The first (network dynamics) part of the Model models the structure of discussions, and 

included the following variables in the baseline model: (1) N1-N2 change in ties (rate). (2) Fol-

lowing recommendations of Ripley et al. (2015), controls for endogenous network structure 

effects of general network connectedness (density); tendency for participants to reciprocate 

discussion ties they receive (reciprocity); tendencies for three participants to have discussions 

(transitive triplets); and tendencies for people to send (squared outdegree activity effect) and 

receive (squared indegree popularity effect) many ties. (3) Exogenous individual-based attri-

butes of gender (male = 0, female =1), workshop (1-5 in which 1, 2 = workshops with little dis-

cussion; 3, 4, 5 = workshops with a lot of discussion, both in ascending order; thus reflected the 

coding used in main analysis), personal optimism and social affiliation were also controlled 

for. Gender, workshop, and personal optimism effects were modelled with ego, alter and ho-

mophily effects. These control for differential tendencies of, for example, men/women to start 

discussions, receive (be target by) discussions, and for discussions to occur for (dis)similarly 

gendered partners. A dyadic covariate modelled the social affiliation between two partici-

pants. The final model adds the crucial effect of interest testing homophily effect of collective 

optimism, testing if people of (dis)similar optimism levels are likely to engage in discussion. 

Ego and alter effects of collective optimism were controlled for. 

The second (behavioral) part of the model, models collective optimism. The baseline mod-

el includes the effects: (1) collective optimism change (rate); (2) the shape function of optimism 

change – both linear and quadratic effects; (3) we control for the exogenous effects of age, 

workshop, and personal optimism on optimism, and tendencies for actors have (dis)similar 

personal optimism to their discussion partners (total similarity). The final model adds the cru-

cial effect of interest, testing effect of social influence – expressing if there is a preference 
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Figure 5.2. Whether pairs of participants start new discussions, cease discussions, 
maintain discussions or consistently have no discussions across N1-N2 according to 
similarity of initial collective optimism between pairs of participants in N1. 
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Figure 5.3. Change in patterns of collective optimism at N2 according to whether 
participants have discussion in N1 or not. 
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of actors have (dis)similar collective optimism to their discussion partners (total similarity, 

where the total influence of the partner is proportional to the number of partners). Results 

are presented in Table 5.3.

The network dynamics part of the model fitted the number of discussion ties received 

(indegree; p > 0.56) and sent (outdegree; p > 0.11) in the original data well. However, the fit of 

the behavior dynamics part of the model was not very good (p < 0.005). Despite further testing, 

this fit could not be improved, so interpretation of this part of the model should be made with 

some caution.  

The network dynamics part of the final Model shows substantive, positive selection effects 

based on collective optimism. Results show that there was a significant homophily effect, in-

dicating that individuals select discussion partners on the basis of their collective optimism 

level. Interestingly, however, this effect was negative: Individuals tended to discuss the state 

of science with others with different levels of collective optimism (i.e., participants with high 

collective optimism entered discussions with those with low optimism, and vice versa). This 

suggests either a desire to hear ‘the other side of the story’ or to persuade others to change 

opposing opinions about the collective. This effect is all the more interesting, because we do 

not see a homophily effect emerge for personal optimism. Thus, individuals select discussion 

partners (consciously or unconsciously) more strongly based on collective- rather than per-

sonal-optimism. 

This effect emerges controlling for other important determinants of discussion ties. Firstly, 

endogenous effects showed negative density (reflecting the tendency of individuals to have a 

discussion with less than 50% of the network) and strong tendencies for transitive conversa-

tional ties emerging. Additionally, some asymmetry in reporting discussion emerged, in that 

the reciprocity effect is positive but non-significant, and there are strong tendencies in the 

network for some individuals to report many discussions (i.e., strong positive activity effect) 

and a marginal negative tendency to be nominated as a discussion partner (i.e., a popularity 

effect; reflecting that discussion receivers have a self-stabilizing tendency to regress toward 

the mean). Secondly, exogenous effects showed other collective optimism effects: Individuals 

with a higher level of optimism showed tendencies to report engaging in more discussion 

(i.e., a positive and significant ego effect). Although there was a tendency for individuals with 

lower levels of collective optimism to receive more discussion ties (i.e., the negative alter ef-

fect), this effect was not substantive. There were no substantial tendencies for men/women or 

people with differing personal optimism to discuss the state of the field differentially, but in 

line with prior analyses, tendencies did differ according to workshop: Individuals in the same 

workshop were more likely to talk to one another, and individuals in workshops with less 
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perceived discussion had a tendency to report more interpersonal conversations than those 

in workshops with more perceived discussion (although there is no difference in the tendency 

to receive conversational ties between workshops). Notably, these effects emerged controlling 

for the strong tendency for individuals to talk more about the state of the field with people 

they are relationally close to (i.e., affiliation effect).

Next, we look at the evolution of collective optimism. The final model shows that there are 

no substantive effects of one’s discussion partners on the development of one’s opinion about 

the collective optimism about the state of the field. Thus, there is no detectable social influence 

from one’s direct conversational partners on the development of collective optimism. There 

is, however, a marginally significant positive effect of workshop: Workshops with more per-

ceived discussion promoted the development of higher levels of collective optimism. Crucially, 

this finding replicated the main analysis, meaning that the effects of workshop discussions 

remain, even when thoroughly controlling for complex interpersonal discussion dynamics. 

This may suggest that workshop leaders or general group levels of optimism had stronger con-

sequences for the development of one’s collective optimism over time than the informational 

influence of interpersonal discussions. No other substantive effects emerged.

Discussion

The present research investigated the influence of formal and informal discussions among 

Summer School participants on perceptions of the state of the field. First, the results showed 

that the Summer School in general increased confidence in the quality of social psychological 

research, both in people’s personal opinion and the perceived collective opinion, regardless 

of what workshop participants attended. Moreover, perceived collective optimism about the 

field increased over time, but only for people in workshops in which the state of the field 

was discussed frequently. So it seems that having formal discussions within workshop groups 

does influence Zeitgeist: The perception that the discipline is in a state of crisis is affected by 

the amount of discussion devoted to it within the workshop. The more discussion, the more 

optimistic “we” are.

Interestingly, the amount of discussion about this topic within workshops did not influ-

ence people’s personal beliefs about whether the discipline is in a crisis or not, nor did it in-

fluence people’s own intentions to change their behavior as researchers and improve their 

own research practices. Thus, the discussion informs people’s inferences about whether “we” 

perceive the field to be in crisis, not necessarily what “I” think is wrong (or good) about re-

search and how it should be done. Moreover, it appears that collective optimism does not 
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Table 5.3 
Estimates of model for co-evolution of scientific discussion and collective optimism with 
standard errors and two-sided p-values. 
 

Base model Final model 
      B SE t-value B SE t-value 

Network Dynamics 
Rate 15.58 1.86 15.09 2.15 7.03*** 
Density -2.39 0.72 -3.32** -1.99 0.74 -2.68** 
Reciprocity 0.36 0.23 1.58 0.27 0.25 1.07 
Transitive triplets 0.21 0.05 4.68*** 0.24 0.05 4.78*** 
Indegree popularity (sqrt) -0.29 0.24 -1.21 -0.44 0.25 -1.79 
Outdegree activity (sqrt) 0.23 0.06 3.80*** 0.21 0.07 3.19** 

Affiliation 0.84 0.06 14.72*** 0.89 0.10 9.18*** 
Gender: Ego  0.05 0.16 0.33 0.01 0.18 0.05 

Alter -0.04 0.16 -0.24 -0.10 0.18 -0.57 
Homophily 0.26 0.14 1.84 0.24 0.15 1.56 

Workshop: Ego  -0.23 0.06 -3.89*** -0.26 0.07 
-
3.63*** 

Alter 0.02 0.07 0.22 0.01 0.08 0.12 
Homophily 0.61 0.21 2.99** 0.68 0.26 2.61* 

Personal Optimism: Ego  0.10 0.06 1.61 0.11 0.07 1.57 
Alter 0.06 0.06 0.91 0.04 0.07 0.62 
Homophily 0.15 0.34 0.44 0.28 0.38 0.74 

Collective Optimism: Ego  0.25 0.09 2.95** 0.36 0.15 2.44* 
Alter -0.30 0.12 -2.501** -0.18 0.16 -1.09 
Homophily -2.06 0.97 -2.13* 

Behaviour Dynamics 
Rate 1.80 0.50 1.79 0.49 
Linear shape 0.16 0.26 0.62 0.17 0.26 0.66 
Quadratic shape -0.40 0.19 -2.08 -0.38 0.26 -1.44 
Workshop 0.51 0.27 1.88 0.51 0.26 1.92 
Age -0.05 0.09 -0.51 -0.05 0.10 -0.56 
Personal Optimism 0.10 0.19 0.51 0.09 0.19 0.46 
Personal Optimism total similarity 0.12 0.18 0.68 0.11 0.18 0.63 

  Collective Optimism total similarity       0.05 0.48 0.09 
Note. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 
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change merely due to regression to the mean or other artifacts. It is worth noting that overall, 

there is a slight tendency towards collective optimism about the crisis. And in the workshops 

in which the most change occurs, the trend is for opinions to shift away from the mean (i.e., a 

form of polarization). 

The social network analysis of the informal discussions between students that developed 

during the summer school sheds some additional light on the processes involved in this effect. 

When they had informal discussions about the state of the field, people with strong views 

tended to especially seek out conversation partners who had different beliefs to their own. The 

fact that people’s choice of conversation partner was not random and that levels of collective 

optimism nonetheless increased suggests that the increased levels of collective optimism are 

not due to “informational influence” in informal discussions among students (e.g. Burnstein & 

Vinokur, 1977; Kaplan & Miller, 1987). Instead, what we may be witnessing here is that people 

are searching out others who have an opposing perception in order to engage in lively (and 

quite frequent) discussions about the crisis. But what gets said in these lively discussions does 

not change people’s views much on either side: There was no evidence of influence effects of 

informal discussions occurring within the networks. Even though due to lack of good model fit 

we need to interpret the influence effects with caution, it is interesting that the network anal-

yses again show the influence of workshop discussion on collective optimism. Participating in 

a workshop with higher levels of perceived discussion about the state of the field increased 

people’s collective optimism when controlling for the actual discussions that people reported.

Taken together, these results show that the increase in collective optimism is mainly due to 

workshop-level discussions. This suggests that perceptions of the state of the field as a whole 

(i.e., whether the field as a whole is in a state of crisis or not) are most strongly influenced by 

discussions that carry a “collective” element in them. Discussions within a group setting or as 

part of group process are more influential in changing perceptions of the collective, than are 

interpersonal discussions (notwithstanding the vivid character of the latter). Also, the more 

formal character of group discussions in this field study (and possibly also the presence of 

senior academics within the workshop) could have had an influence. Of course, these expla-

nations remain speculative and post-hoc: We are making inferences from a lack of influence 

effects in the network analyses. 

There are a few limitations worth noting. One is that two weeks is a relatively short 

amount of time to expect much attitude change. However, it should be taken into account that 

the summer school is a very dynamic pressure cooker of ideas and emotions: people learn 

a lot and make a lot of new acquaintances. Notwithstanding the short time span, there was 

evidence in our data that a lot of change occurred. The network analyses shows that people 
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were forming many new connections and were having many new discussions during these 

two weeks. And people’s attitudes did change. Another consideration is that the sample was 

relatively small (though, we should note, not for the kinds of social network analyses con-

ducted; especially since we managed to include about two-thirds of the “population”). It is 

worth pointing out that the participants of this study were PhD students of mostly European 

institutions, who mostly started their PhD around or after the start of the crisis, which limits 

the representativeness of this sample for the discipline as a whole. Also, participants were not 

distributed randomly into the workshops (although many had to be assigned to workshops 

that were not their initial first preference). Finally, two of the authors were themselves par-

ticipants in this Summer School. Nevertheless, we think the current study offers some unique 

insights from a unique setting: The development of a close social and discussion network 

during the summer school allowed us to investigate the micro-level dynamics of the crisis and 

the workshop results allow us to draw important conclusions about developing the ethical 

awareness of young scholars. 

Turning to the implications of this research, first, it suggests that Zeitgeist-like collective 

perceptions are influenced by more “formal” discussions about the state of the field: The 

content of the workshop has a major influence on how people feel about the discipline. As a 

consequence of such discussions, in this case, people’s Zeitgeist perceptions became more op-

timistic. This is interesting, given that the setting of the Summer School could also have easily 

facilitated a heightened sense of crisis or even collective panic. But if anything, the opposite 

was found: The highest level of pessimism was found in the workshops in which “the crisis” 

was discussed only little.

What is more, informal personal discussions did not influence people’s collective opti-

mism about the state of the field either: Again we conclude that communication in itself does 

not cause the spread of a perception of crisis, let alone cause collective panic. Taken together, 

this seems to imply that a perception of crisis might be caused (or sustained) by the knowledge 

that some things are going horribly wrong, in combination with a lack of thorough discus-

sion and information about the situation. It is not through contact and communication that 

a perception of crisis can spread and fester, it is the absence of communication we should be 

concerned about. This conclusion resonates with the literature on rumor. This shows that ru-

mor tends to thrive in situations where there is little concrete information available to people 

(high ambiguity) as well as a lack of predictability about the future (uncertainty, e.g. DiFonzo 

& Bordia, 2007). Our interpretation of the beneficial effects of the formal discussions in those 

Summer School workshops that devoted special attention to the crisis is that they may have 

succeeded in reducing ambiguity and increasing the sense that, in the future, the discipline 
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will be able to improve its game. 

This brings us to what is perhaps the most important implication of this research: It is 

clear that thorough discussions about the crisis are important and beneficial for graduate 

training at venues such as the EASP Summer School. The lively informal debates at the Sum-

mer School about the crisis highlight the importance of this topic from the perspective of PhD 

students. The fact that these debates were beneficial is far from obvious: Developing into a 

competent and independent researcher in a climate in which the norms about what “good” 

and “bad” research is are shifting induces a lot of anxiety and concern. It is for good reason 

that these new norms (and the old practices they intend to remedy) are fiercely debated. But 

for PhD students who are in the process of learning the trade, being exposed to these debates 

could easily have fuelled anxieties and concerns. It is good to know that, instead, these discus-

sions if anything reassured the students involved.

Importantly, this growing sense of optimism did not make summer school participants 

complacent about their responsibilities. Overall, participants showed a high willingness to 

change their behavior and adopt better research practices. Being optimistic about the future 

made no difference to these intentions. The final conclusion of this research is therefore a 

rather straightforward one: The best way to combat the perceived crisis in social psychology is 

by having a serious collective debate about it. If our discipline ever reaches a peak of apparent 

confidence about its own virtues as it did in the 90s, it might be good to repeat this study to see 

if this method can similarly be used to sober the collective mood.



Communication and the Zeitgeist in Social Psychology

159

5




	Chapter 5



