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Abstract

Looping effects were introduced by philosopher lan Hacking to refer to the two-way interactive
relationship between scientific classifications and the people classified. This article extends the
concept beyond classification to consider how psychological theories shape and transform
their phenomena through looping effects, rather than merely mirroring them. These effects
have been conceptualized as destabilizing, problematic, and anomalous. In contrast, we argue
that looping effects should be brought within our theorizing and harnessed. To this end, we
introduce a two-by-two typology of looping effects, differentiating between weakening versus
strengthening effects and intended versus unintended effects. Looping can lead some theories
to be resisted and thus weakened (e.g., persuasion, nudging) and other theories to be adopted
and thus strengthened (e.g., mnemonic or metacognitive strategies). VWhile most theories begin
with unintended looping effects, they often develop towards intentional looping effects (e.g.,
aimed at weakening cognitive biases or strengthening heuristics). We argue that looping effects
are a significant yet under-studied source of variance in human behavior. Psychological theories
do not merely refer to causal mechanisms; theories can also be causes of human behavior. We
make practical suggestions for incorporating looping effects into psychological theory, thereby
enhancing its robustness and societal relevance.
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Introduction

Some gentleman with an ignoble, or rather a derisive and reactionary air, springs up suddenly
out of nowhere, puts his arms akimbo and says to all of us, “Come on, gentlemen, why shouldn’t
we get rid of all this calm reasonableness with one kick, just so as to send all these logarithms
to the devil. (Dostoevsky, 1864, p. 33)

Many psychological theories interact with the phenomenon being theorized. While it
is often assumed that our theories are like impartial mirrors of nature (Gergen, 2015),
history shows that our theories not only become part of common sense (Moscovici,
2008) but can also transform the underlying phenomena. People who learn about biases
can avoid them (Morewedge et al., 2015), and people taught about persuasion techniques
can resist them (Roozenbeek et al., 2022). Meanwhile, when people learn about deci-
sion-making heuristics, mnemonic strategies, or metacognition skills, the prevalence and
efficacy of these phenomena can be strengthened (Rivas et al., 2022). Why does aware-
ness of a theory sometimes weaken it and, at other times, strengthen it?

There is a tension in the aims of psychology. On the one hand, it aims to develop time-
less causal theories that explain and predict human behavior and cognition with numeric
accuracy (Meehl, 1990). On the other hand, it aims to enhance human behavior and
cognition (Zimbardo, 2004). But, the timelessness of the former risks being undermined
by the transformative potential of the latter. Recent concern about the lack of robust
theory in psychology (Eronen & Bringmann, 2021) has failed to question how theory can
be robust when it transforms the phenomena being theorized. Our commitment to time-
less rule-like theories has inhibited our ability to create dynamic world-making, and
human-making, theories (Power et al., 2023). Taking psychology’s transformative poten-
tial seriously implies reconceptualizing what robust theory looks like.

This tension is also evident in the replication crisis, namely the finding that many
psychological results, especially in social psychology, fail to replicate (Open Science
Collaboration, 2015). This crisis has prompted more robust methods, pre-registering
studies, making data open access, and multisite replications, albeit with mixed results
(Baumeister et al., 2023). While it is necessary to improve research rigor, we should not
expect all theories to replicate (Baucal et al., 2020). Indeed, it might be a triumph to
attenuate undesirable patterns of behavior and cognition (e.g., biases, distressing cogni-
tions, sources of conflict). If the aim of psychology is to contribute to society and trans-
form human behavior, then naive replication must be reconceptualized.

We introduce a typology of looping effects in psychology to conceptualize how psy-
chological theories interact with the phenomena being theorized. Specifically, we distin-
guish between looping that either weakens or strengthens a theory, and looping that is
either unintended or intended. We argue that theories that aim to predict and control are
more likely to weaken with looping (e.g., will be resisted), while theories that aim to
empower are more likely to strengthen (e.g., will be used and refined). Moreover, we
reveal a tendency for psychological theory, as it matures, to move from having unin-
tended looping effects to having increasingly intentional effects (e.g., training people
about the theory). By conceptualizing and mastering looping effects, psychology can
produce useful theories that not only enrich human behavior but also spread and
strengthen over time.
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Psychology: A natural or a social science?

The idea that looping effects are problematic and even embarrassing stems from sup-
pressing psychology’s historical and cultural aspects. A dominant assumption since the
Enlightenment has been that the mind is unchanging across time and space. According to
this view, true knowledge about both mind and matter is derived from universally valid
reasoning (e.g., Descartes, 1641; Kant, 1871). This assumption led theorists to empha-
size the law-like nature of cognition, even specifying it in mathematical terms (e.g.,
Chomsky, 1995; Fodor, 1983).

Yet, from the outset, this assumption was criticized. Vico (1725) argued that knowl-
edge is made, not found. Similarly, Herder (1784) grounded cognition within culture,
arguing that each culture has a distinctive mentality that needs to be understood and
assessed from within its own principles. This challenged his mentor Kant’s notion of uni-
versal human rationality and celebrated the variability of thought across time and place.

Wundt (1912), regarded as the founder of modern psychology, tried to integrate the
natural and historical sides of the discipline (Farr, 1983). He distinguished between
experimental psychology, which studied basic psychological functions using natural sci-
ence techniques, and Vélkerpsychologie, which studied ‘higher psychological functions’
through a comparative-developmental analysis of communities and their culture (lan-
guage, myth, customs). Wundt used the term ‘higher’ in two senses: first, higher func-
tions are built on top of lower physiological processes; second, they regulate the lower
processes. Crucially, for our purposes, the lower psychological functions are universal
while the higher functions are situated within a particular time and place (i.c., language-
mediated). It follows from Wundt’s distinction that any higher mental functions that rely
upon language and culture will change over time and, thus, potentially be impacted by
looping effects.

The emerging discipline of psychology embraced Wundt’s experimental psychology
but rejected his Vélkerpsychologie (Danziger, 1990). Instead of grappling with the com-
plexity of studying psychological processes as historical, increasing swathes of psychol-
ogy were assumed to comprise natural science phenomena. But, although this approach
yielded short-term benefits (sidestepping contextual complexity), it set up a paradigm
that made cultural and historical variations in psychological phenomena an anomaly.

According to Kuhn (1962), anomalies herald scientific revolutions. Anomalies are
deviations from expectation that, although widely acknowledged, are neglected because
they do not fit the dominant paradigm. Arguably, the characterization of all psychology
as a natural science, rejecting any historical-cultural aspect, inadvertently transformed
cultural-historical variation in psychological functioning into anomalies. The recent con-
cern with Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) populations
is belated recognition of this variability (Henrich et al., 2010). What is less often recog-
nized and much more anomalous is the fact that psychological knowledge sometimes
transforms its object.

Social psychology as history

There are two ways in which psychological theory is entangled with human culture.
First, the social context shapes our theories. For example, biomedical, psychiatric, and
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neuroscientific knowledge is shaped by corporate interests, often using technological
advances to increase data accumulation, reduce risk, and protect patents (Rose, 2018).
Second, the circulation of psychological knowledge in society has consequences. For
example, ideas about psychotherapy, behavioral reinforcement, and unconscious pro-
cesses have shaped how people regulate themselves (Zimbardo, 2004). While the impact
of psychology in society has been broad, our focus is on a sub-set of these downstream
effects: where psychological theory shapes the phenomena being theorized.

Gergen (1973) was among the first to argue that psychological theories often altered
the behavior they aimed to understand and predict. He argued that science and society
were in a feedback loop, with each constituting the other. Becoming predictable to oth-
ers, he argued, is a vulnerability that will be resisted.

We are satisfied with principles of attitude change until we find them being used in information
campaigns dedicated to changing our behavior. At this point, we may feel resentful and react
recalcitrantly. The more potent the theory is in predicting behavior, the broader its public
dissemination and the more prevalent and resounding the reaction. Thus, strong theories may
be subject to more rapid invalidation than weak ones. (Gergen, 1973, p. 314)

Gergen pointed to core concepts being loaded with social judgment. For example,
measures of authoritarianism, closed-mindedness, Machiavellianism, and obedience all
imply a desirable-to-undesirable continuum. Knowledge of these concepts and their
social judgment will, at the very least, cause social desirability effects, but it might also
lead to a transformation of the phenomenon itself. For example, a high score on closed-
mindedness might lead someone to become less closed-minded, thus undermining the
validity of measurement.

Although Gergen’s article became a classic, it also attracted criticism. A review of the
debate concluded that his argument was overstated and that contextualism could be
brought within the positivistic paradigm: “Gergen’s pessimism is no longer warranted
and the revolution he proclaimed no longer needed” (Blank, 1988, p. 651). Yet, the loop-
ing dynamics that Gergen identified have become increasingly anomalous.

Contemporary psychological theory now permeates news articles, self-help books,
viral videos, social media posts, documentaries, and films. All major developments in
psychology, from priming techniques to cognitive-behavioral therapy, and from minimal
group paradigm games to power-poses, have been widely disseminated. One could ask:
Are any participants left who remain naive to basic psychological insights?

Moreover, many of the participants in psychological research are psychology students
who have been trained in psychology (Arnett, 2016), creating the risk of even tighter
looping, where students are being taught the theories that they are producing data on
(Sadeghiyeh et al., 2021). Evidence suggests this can have an impact. For example, in
experiments, economics students tend to conform more to economic theory than other
students (Gerlach, 2017), indicating the strengthening of the theories through training.

Gergen’s (1973) article was, we suggest, ahead of its time and broadly correct. Our
contribution is to develop Gergen’s (1973, p. 314) provocative claim that “strong theo-
ries may be subject to more rapid invalidation than weak ones.” Specifically, we propose
that the theories most likely to be unintentionally weakened by looping are those that aim
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to predict and control. In contrast, useful theories that empower people are unlikely to be
invalidated through public dissemination; indeed, they may even be strengthened.

Looping effects

Hacking (1995, 1999) coined the term looping effects to conceptualize how social scien-
tific categories interact with the people and behaviors they refer to. He argued that the
natural sciences study natural kinds that don’t change depending on how they are catego-
rized. The social sciences, however, study human kinds (or interactive kinds), which tend
to change in reaction to how we categorize them. For example, popularizing the classifi-
cation of a mental illness (e.g., multiple personality disorder) can lead to increased pres-
entations and diagnoses of the illness.

Critics have challenged a clear-cut distinction between natural and human kinds on a
number of grounds, including that natural kinds may also be interactive (e.g., labeling a
species ‘endangered’ or a ‘pest’ can change them in the long run). However, Laimann
(2020) defends the distinction by arguing that human kinds are not so much ‘interactive’
as ‘capricious’. By this she means that they change in unexpected ways as a function of
their grounding in both natural and social processes (or ‘status kinds”). For our purposes,
it is enough to reiterate Hacking’s original argument that human kinds are reactive: the
act of classification can impact the phenomenon itself.

For example, theories of mental illness, when popularized, give people a language to
describe their own symptoms to doctors, thus potentially reinforcing the classification.
Hacking (1995) himself powerfully detailed how multiple personality disorder dramati-
cally increased in both frequency and severity after it became widely known through
media representations of it. Looping effects in psychological diagnosis have become
increasingly salient. It is now common for people to self-diagnose via social media,
popular books, Al, or even scientific articles before seeking a professional diagnosis
(Underhill & Foulkes, 2024). The problem is that awareness of diagnostic criteria might
impact the diagnostic process itself (Brinkmann, 2016). This raises fundamental ques-
tions: How does a prior self-diagnosis interact with a professional diagnosis? And, is a
diagnosis equally valid if the client is familiar or unfamiliar with the diagnostic
criteria?

The looping effects of categorizations extend far beyond diagnosis. For example,
Becker (1963) showed how the label of being deviant could potentially spoil people’s
identity. They might try to disprove the label, by avoiding deviant behaviors. Or, they
might embrace the label, becoming increasingly deviant. The label can also change how
other people interact with the person thus classified (Heasman & Gillespie, 2019). There
is a similar debate in mental health about the secondary effects of categorizations on
people’s self-perception and actions (Lindholm & Wickstrom, 2020). The consequences
of categorizations can be unexpected, and even the attempts to craft desirable categoriza-
tions can have unintended consequences (Corrigan, 2016).

Categorizations can also have inter-group looping effects. Social identity theory has
long shown how categorizations can create groups and contribute to conflict (Brown,
2000). Such groupings can even be created with arbitrary categories (e.g., random coin
toss or badge color; Tajfel et al., 1971). Moreover, it follows that the categorizations used
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by researchers to study groups can themselves feed forward, propagating and reinforcing
group differences (Gillespie et al., 2012). Similarly, administrative categories can also
loop. For example, in the 1970s, the administrative label of ‘Hispanic’ brought together
distinct groups from Latin America and the Iberian Peninsula within a single label, which
in turn forged a new political identity for those described by it (Mora, 2014). Yet, it is
rare for either administrators or psychologists to reflect on the downstream consequences
of categorizations.

Looping theories

While Hacking (1995, 1999) narrowly examined how phenomena interact with classifi-
cations, we propose that looping effects are more widespread. Specifically, we argue that
many psychological theories are also subject to looping effects but perhaps with less
capricious outcomes.

Consider beliefs about willpower. People who believe their willpower is unlimited
tend to have more willpower than those who believe it is limited (Francis et al., 2024).
Interestingly, people who believe their willpower is a depleting resource are also better
able to restore it with glucose (Job et al., 2013). Relatedly, believing in free will also
impacts people’s behavior, making people behave more ethically (Vohs & Schooler,
2008). Thus, lay theories about willpower and free will can influence these phenomena.

The theory of nudging suffers from destabilizing looping effects. Nudging examines
how small changes to choice architectures can prompt desired actions. However, 15% of
nudges backfire and have the opposite of the intended effect (Mertens et al., 2022). One
explanation is that people who know they are being nudged feel manipulated and resist
it. One possible way to address this is to use a participatory nudge, termed nudge+,
which entails sharing the details of the nudge with participants. Nudge+ does not create
backfire effects and can even improve nudge efficacy (Banerjee et al., 2023).

In addition to being resisted, looping psychological theories can sometimes be repur-
posed. For example, social identity theory (Brown, 2000), which aims to improve inter-
group cohesion, has been used to argue for segregation. Specifically, it has been used to
argue that different cultural categories of people don’t mix well (Hopkins et al., 1997). In
this new racism, there is no denigration or accusations of inferiority. Instead, social psy-
chological research is used to argue that intergroup conflict is an inevitable byproduct of
mixing cultural groups. Accordingly, the locus of intergroup tension moves from deni-
gration (theorized by social identity theory) to beliefs about cultural incompatibility
(which, in turn, requires novel theorization).

Although looping effects are clearly evident in our categories and theories, there has
been little theorization of how they arise and their implications. To date, they have been
little more than embarrassing anomalies. But looping effects have become too wide-
spread to ignore. Trying to prevent our categories and theories from becoming represen-
tations in society is untenable. Instead, we need to bring looping effects into our
conceptualization of what psychological research is. How can we move from being buf-
feted by unintended looping effects towards harnessing them?
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Epistemology of looping effects

Rorty (1981) argued that naive realism has been seduced by the simple but misleading
metaphor of theory as a ‘mirror’ of nature. This metaphor suggests that a good theory is
like a faithful mirror that ‘captures’ perfectly the world before it, reflecting its truth.
While this metaphor is often suitable for inanimate objects, when humans see their
reflection in a mirror they tend to modify their appearance.

Rorty (1981, p. 48) provocatively argued that theories have “no more of a representa-
tional relation to an intrinsic nature of things than does the anteater’s snout.” The ant-
eater’s snout is an adaptation that mediates between the anteater’s hunger and nutritious
ants in hard-to-reach crevices. Despite being effective, the snout is not a mirror of nature.
Similarly, theories about criminality, mental illness, or intergroup relations are less a mir-
ror of nature than ways of acting within nature (e.g., preventing recidivism, treating
depression, preventing intergroup conflict). That is to say, theories of human behavior
are meant to transform human behavior.

The pragmatist approach is to conceptualize theories as ‘tools’ (Gillespie et al., 2024).
Tools do not stand apart from nature but rather operate within nature. Tools are growths
within nature, opening up new possibilities and expanding nature itself (Mead, 1932).
Substantial psychological theories create new capabilities (e.g., to self-regulate, remem-
ber, or influence). Just as the anteater’s snout loops into the world, not just consuming
ants but also prompting ants to hide in deeper crevices, our psychological theories loop
into the world, affecting people. From this pragmatist standpoint, looping effects are not
anomalies; they are the expected outcomes of useful theories.

Our approach is to bring theory down from the ethereal plane of timeless knowledge
into the practical domain of human activity. Theories not only conceptualize the causes
of behavior; theories can become causes of behavior. This paradigmatic shift raises new
questions. Instead of asking whether knowledge is true or false, we need to ask what its
consequences are. Instead of looping effects being an anomaly, we need to ask how we
can harness these effects.

Varieties of looping effects

Since Hacking’s (1995, 1999) identification of looping effects, it has become apparent
that there are a variety of looping effects. Looping effects vary in terms of degree of
awareness, domain dependency, and the extent of epistemological destabilization.

Kuorikoski and Péyhonen (2012) have identified some looping effects that bypass
human awareness. Specifically, they argue that categories can be reinforced through
social institutions, even without humans being aware of it. For example, knowledge
about education, rehabilitation, and incentive structures guides schools, prisons, and cor-
porate environments, which in turn guide these human behaviors. This contrasts with the
typical cases of looping described by Hacking (1995, 1999) that operate via human
awareness (e.g., a patient becoming aware of diagnostic criteria). Although this looping
via institutions underscores the prevalence of looping effects, they are beyond our cur-
rent scope.
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Table 1. Varieties of Looping Effects in Psychology.

Weakened by looping Strengthened by looping
Unintentional Deception cues Clinical therapies (e.g., CBT)
(accidental) Priming Diagnostic criteria
Nudging Heuristics
Persuasion techniques Social identity categories
The Pygmalion effect Stigmatizing labels
Intentional Bystander effect training Informed placebo effect
(planned) Debiasing training Liberation psychology
Inoculation/pre-bunking Metacognitive strategies
Naive realism Mnemonic aids
Stereotype threat mitigation Nudge+

Another important idea is that looping effects might vary by domain (Vesterinen,
2021). For example, applying a concept from culture X to culture X would produce more
congruent looping effects than applying it to culture Z, which might produce more desta-
bilizing looping effects. Such variability reveals how looping effects are deeply cultural
and historical, varying across space and time. However, this domain variability does not
address our narrower question of why looping can strengthen or weaken theories.

A final variation in looping effects, mentioned by both Kuorikoski and P&yhdnen
(2012) and Vesterinen (2021), is that they can be more or less destabilizing. We develop
this idea to distinguish between strengthening and weakening effects. Also, while previ-
ous literature has focused on the looping effects of categorizations, we focus more
broadly on looping theories. Finally, while the previous literature has been more focused
on the epistemological problem of unstable categories, our focus is more practical: how
can we build theory that incorporates looping effects?

To this end, Table 1 introduces a two-by-two typology to conceptualize two key
dimensions of looping effects: weakening or strengthening and unintended or intended.
We review each quadrant in turn.

Unintended weakening looping effects

The most prototypical looping effects accidentally weaken theories. For example, prim-
ing, which is widely used in psychology to activate subconscious schemas (e.g., priming
poverty or old age), often suffers from contrast effects when participants become aware
of the priming (Doyen et al., 2012; Lombardi et al., 1987; Molden, 2014). Similarly, if
people suspect they are being nudged, the intervention can backfire (Mertens et al.,
2022). If people are aware of a persuasion tactic, then they can resist it (Friestad &
Wright, 1994). If deceivers are aware of the cues to deception, they can avoid them, thus
nullifying the validity of the cues (Levine, 2019). Finally, when teachers and leaders
were told about the Pygmalion effect (expecting high performance in others improves
their progress), it accidentally attenuated the phenomenon (White & Locke, 2000).

In unintended weakening loops, the instigating theory was made without any consid-
eration of looping effects. Accordingly, the looping results in an accidental attenuation of



Gillespie and Wagoner 9

the phenomenon being conceptualized. Although this is often viewed as problematic, as
we will see, it can be used to weaken undesirable psychological tendencies.

Unintended strengthening looping effects

Unintended strengthening looping effects pertain to theories being reinforced when peo-
ple become aware of them. For example, labeling someone as deviant may exacerbate
their deviant behavior (Becker, 1963). Patients becoming aware of diagnostic categories
and criteria may amplify relevant symptoms during a diagnosis (Hacking, 1995, 1999).
Patients in counseling may also learn to evaluate their cognitions from a therapist’s
standpoint, thus amplifying the efficacy of the therapy (Kay et al., 2024). More broadly,
it is likely that when clients internalize therapeutic theories and techniques, they become
more effective. For example, in cognitive behavior therapy, if clients become aware of
the techniques, then there is a boost to the efficacy of the interventions (Beck, 2020).

It is plausible that strengthening loops occur in more domains than is currently recog-
nized, including, for example, conversation analysis (making people better at turn taking,
demonstrating, and repairing), well-being research (improving people’s happiness), and
distributed cognition (enabling people to offload cognition into the physical and social
world). In any case, unintended strengthening loops are defined by the instigating theo-
ries focusing on a psychological phenomenon, not the potential for looping effects.

Intended weakening looping effects

Looping effects have been used intentionally to weaken psychological processes. For
example, when participants were told about the anchoring bias (first impressions guide
judgments), the fundamental attribution error (focusing on personality rather than con-
text), and the bias blind spot (noticing biases in others but not oneself), the biases were
reduced (Morewedge et al., 2015; but for conflicting evidence, see Pronin et al., 2002).
Also, telling people about the naive realism bias (assuming one’s own worldview is cor-
rect) can reduce the bias (Lopez-Rodriguez et al., 2022). Similarly, graduate students
who were told about confirmation bias (favoring confirmatory information) were 29%
less likely to choose an inferior hypothesis-confirming course of action (Sellier et al.,
2019). Finally, stereotype threat (the tendency to conform to a negative stereotype) can
be weakened when people are made aware of the tendency (Johns et al., 2005).

Many biases can be weakened or even extinguished when the theory is looped back to
participants. This reveals the potentially transformative impact of theories on human
cognition and action. Naming a behavior or cognition, providing a language to talk about
it, enables people to see it in themselves and others and thus to decide whether to accept
it or resist it. To ignore these looping effects is to blunt our understanding of an important
societal contribution.

Intended strengthening looping effects

Looping effects have been used to strengthen desirable patterns of thought and behavior.
From liberation psychology (Freire, 1970) to self-help books (Schueller & Parks, 2014),
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psychology routinely promises transformation through awareness. Gratitude and mind-
fulness interventions entail telling people about the psychological theories and practices
of gratitude and mindfulness (Henriksen et al., 2020). Similarly, teaching people about
metacognitive strategies (reflecting on one’s own thinking processes) can improve cog-
nitive performance on a range of tasks (Rivas et al., 2022), including emotion regulation
(Denny, 2020). Although human memory has a biological basis, it can be greatly extended
with mnemonic aids (Vygotsky & Luria, 1994). For example, learning mnemonic strate-
gies (memory palaces, visceral images, or forming associations) has enabled orators,
actors, and stage performers to achieve remarkable feats of memory (Yates, 1974).
Heuristics can improve cognitive function beyond memory: in time-pressed situations
with imperfect knowledge, fast and frugal heuristics can be effective for decision making
(Gigerenzer & Gaissmaier, 2011). Specifically, training people about heuristics and their
context-appropriate use can enhance decision making in various contexts (Bingham &
Eisenhardt, 2011), including medical practice (Feufel & Flach, 2019).

Across these psychological theories, from metacognition to therapy, looping effects
can strengthen psychological theories by making the underlying phenomena more preva-
lent and effective. The key point is not that people use metacognitive strategies, heuris-
tics, or therapy techniques; it is that their use can be improved through teaching. Learning
about these theories strengthens them because, in so far as they are useful, the theories
spread and refine the underlying psychological phenomena.

Conceptualizing intended vs. intended loops

One trend revealed by our typology is that theories often migrate from unintended to
intended looping effects. These theories began as observations of patterns, and then unin-
tentional looping grew into intentional looping to deliberately alter the phenomenon.
This can be done to either weaken (e.g., cognitive biases, stereotype threat) or strengthen
the effect (e.g., training in metacognitive strategies, self-regulation). Each of these litera-
tures has discovered the power of looping and incorporated it into research and
theorizing.

Consider the bystander effect, namely reduced helping when others are present. It was
originally postulated as a law-like rule of human behavior without any consideration of
looping (Darley & Latan¢, 1968). However, the shocking nature of the findings, and the
widely discussed case of Kitty Genovese (which was overstated; Manning et al., 2007),
meant that it rapidly looped into society. It did not take long before researchers examined
the effect of this looping and found that intentionally telling students about the theory
weakened the theory (Beaman et al., 1978).

The placebo effect demonstrates how a theory can move from unintended weakening
to intended strengthening. Initially, placebo effects were assumed to work only if patients
were not aware that they were taking a sugar pill (De Craen et al., 1999). However, once
the concept of the placebo effect circulated in society, studies that overtly introduced
sugar pills along with an explanation of the power of placebo effects found that sugar
pills, even with full awareness, were still effective (von Wernsdorff et al., 2021). Thus,
what began as manipulation (patients not being aware of the placebo), with a fear that it
would be weakened by looping, was transformed when the theory of the placebo effect



Gillespie and Wagoner I

itself was looped (without any manipulation of patients), thus resulting in the effect
being strengthened.

Conceptualizing strengthening vs. weakening loops

Underlying these looping effects is the target of the theory becoming aware of the theory.
Awareness enables reflexivity and agency (Gillespie, 2018). Awareness gives people
choices: to embrace it or resist it; to use the theory to guide action or to ignore it; to create
institutions to cultivate it or guard against it; to seek training in the theory or to engage
in post-hoc corrections for the behavior. Psychological theories are semiotic mediations
(Valsiner, 2001). They give people words for phenomena, thus opening them up to con-
scious deliberation and guidance. While this explains how awareness instigates looping
effects, it does not explain why certain theories are embraced and others resisted.

Psychological reactance theory proposes that people resist theories when they threaten
their freedom (Reynolds-Tylus, 2019). If a theory undermines people’s autonomy, it may
lead to feelings of anger and motivate people to restore their sense of agency by reacting
in the opposite way. Such reactance can explain ‘backfire’ and ‘boomerang’ effects
(Banerjee et al., 2023).

A key issue is who is doing what to whom (i.e., power). Theories that are weakened
by looping tend towards controlling people, undermining their autonomy, and making
them predictable: the interests of those using the theories are not the same as those tar-
geted by the theories (e.g., persuading, nudging, deceiving). In contrast, theories that are
strengthened by looping tend towards empowering people, increasing their capacity to
act (e.g., therapy, heuristics, learning). In strengthening loops, there seems to be a closer
alignment between the theory users and the people on the receiving end; indeed, they are
often the same (e.g., people using the theory on themselves to enhance metacognition or
memory).

One lens to conceptualize the strengthening versus weakening effects is Buber’s
(1937) distinction between I-It and I-Thou relations. I-It relations are prototypically with
material things, where resources are instrumentalized, used, and exploited. However, I-It
relations can also occur between people, such as when relations are transactional or
exploitative. I-Thou relationships are prototypically with other humans, where there is
mutual respect, striving to understand and empathize, and a sharing of interests. However,
I-Thou relations can also occur with nature (e.g., treating nature or things as sentient or
spiritual). Buber argues that one of the defining differences between these modes of
relating is the extent to which the other is considered to be known (i.e., closed, predict-
able, and not worth listening to) or unknown (i.e., open, unpredictable, and worth listen-
ing to). Genuine [-Thou relationships must assume that the other can never be fully
known, is a source of knowing, and thus is worth listening to.

Psychology approaches people in both modes: sometimes, the aim is to predict and
control people (I-It), and sometimes, the aim is to understand, support, and empower
people (I-Thou). This gets at a core issue for psychology (Jones & Nisbett, 1972):
Does understanding stem from bypassing people’s own accounts of their behavior
(e.g., a statistical prediction or experimental manipulation), or does it stem from under-
standing actors’ own accounts of their behavior (e.g., engaging with their motivations
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Table 2. Conceptualizing Strengthening and Weakening Loops.

Weakened by looping Strengthened by looping
Relationship I-lt I-Thou
Characteristics  People are subjected to psychology  People are given psychology
Applied to people Created with people
Often misaligned goals Alignment of goals
Manipulations Suggestions
More likely to backfire Less likely to backfire
Potentially chasing a moving target ~ Feeding into an emerging phenomenon
Methods The research question is withheld The research question is shared
Studies ‘subjects’ Studies ‘participants’
Undermines subjects’ agency Amplifies participants’ agency
Interpretations about subjects Interpretations with participants

and reasons)? And what type of understanding should psychology strive to attain?
Both types are possible.

Table 2 summarizes the main differences between weakening and strengthening loop-
ing effects. Conceptualizing theories as tools, we suggest that strengthening and weaken-
ing effects hinge upon who is using the tool, on whom, and for what purpose. When the
categories and theories are applied to people, then it is an I-It relationship (i.e., partici-
pants are the objects of the tools, not the users of the tools). These relationships, we
propose, will often lead to backfire effects that weaken the theories because awareness
triggers reactance. However, when the categories and theories are given to participants
and used by them, it is an I-Thou relationship (i.e., participants are involved in creating
and using the tools). We propose that looping can strengthen the theories in these I-Thou
relationships, as the theories are embraced because they are empowering.

In terms of methods, both qualitative and quantitative methods can foster knowledge
that strengthens and weakens through looping. The key issue is not the methodology but
the asymmetry between the researcher and the people studied. If the researcher withholds
the research question and makes interpretations about participants that they would feel
uncomfortable sharing with them (i.e., is undermining or irrelevant; Cornish, 2020), then
they are likely to produce knowledge that will be resisted. In contrast, if the research
addresses a common concern, producing knowledge that is useful and openly shared,
then it is more likely to be strengthened through looping.

Chasing a moving target

Another trend revealed by our typology is that theories that experience unintended weak-
ening looping effects can end up chasing a moving target. If a theory only works when
there is a knowledge asymmetry and there is looping that erases this asymmetry, then a
new theory will likely be needed to reestablish the asymmetry (only to be weakened by
subsequent looping).

Consider the case of deception. Initially psychologists identified various non-verbal
cues to deception (e.g., looking away, hesitating; Levine, 2019). However, these cues
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looped into the hands of deceivers, becoming aids to deception (i.e., avoiding displaying
the cues). Thus psychologists had to focus on less controllable cues such as microexpres-
sions, namely brief involuntary facial expressions (Ekman, 1993). However, as the idea
of microexpressions has looped into society, people have become increasingly aware of
them and more able to inhibit their display (e.g., mindfulness or distraction; Burgoon,
2018). This, in turn, has prompted psychologists to use algorithms on high-resolution
videos to identify patterns of increasingly subtle cues that are assumed (for now) to be
beyond the awareness of deceivers (Constancio et al., 2023). Thus, searching for cues to
deception is like chasing a moving target. Knowledge to detect lying at time one is used
to enable lying at time two in an ongoing loop, thus demonstrating the dynamic role of
looping effects in constructing the phenomenon.

Theories of persuasion are also chasing a phenomenon being changed by the theories
themselves. The public has increasingly subtle lay theories of who is trying to persuade
them, why, and how. Friestad and Wright (1994) describe people as having knowledge
not only about persuading agents but also about their persuasion tactics (e.g., advertise-
ments, role modeling, pricing strategies). Of course, the agents of persuasion have
adopted increasingly subtle tactics (e.g., influencers, product placements), which have
again filtered into common sense. Research has demonstrated how this looping can
undermine the tactics. For example, Roozenbeek et al. (2022) showed participants vid-
eos about misinformation tactics (emotionally manipulative language, incoherence, false
dichotomies, scapegoating, and ad hominem attacks). These videos increased people’s
ability to identify and ignore these tactics. Continually updating lay knowledge about
such tactics means that the agents of persuasion are chasing a moving target. More pre-
cisely, each time an effective theory is developed, it circulates and is used by the target
audience, whose behaviors become outside the theory.

Psychological knowledge that aims to predict or control people risks becoming
dated—as people become aware of it, they react against it. Indeed, as Gergen (1973)
observed, the more effective the knowledge, the more vociferous the looping effect.
Accordingly, this type of knowledge must keep ahead of common sense while continu-
ously being consumed by common sense. Such a science would not be futile; it would be
actively contributing to common sense, transforming the phenomena it theorizes.
However, ignoring this looping would make the whole dynamic process an anomaly.

Implications

Imposing a natural science framework on phenomena that are within the domain of
Volkerpsychologie creates embarrassing anomalies, is theoretically untenable, and weak-
ens theories because a persistent source of variance is being overlooked. In many
domains, our theories are causes of behavior, which in turn makes the theories epistemo-
logically unstable. How can we move beyond being victims of these looping effects
towards conceptualizing them and incorporating them into our theories?

There is a brewing crisis of theory in psychology. Muthukrishna and Henrich (2019)
argue that psychology is missing an overarching theoretical framework to situate find-
ings. Eronen and Bringmann (2021) argue that psychological theory has been held back
by a lack of constraints, measurement validity, and obstacles to identifying causes. We
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agree with these assessments and contribute an additional obstacle for psychological
theory: looping effects. Looping effects are so pervasive that they need to be brought into
the frame for any comprehensive psychological theory. The attempt to create theories
without considering looping effects has led to theories that risk being relegated to history
by being folded into common sense. No amount of methodological rigor will overcome
the challenge of looping effects, because it is a theoretical challenge.

Psychological theory aims to identify long-lasting and useful causal relationships.
However, it will not achieve this goal by imposing a natural science conception of theory
onto the domains of Vélkerpsychologie; this risks backfire effects and weakened theory.
Rather than viewing looping effects as an anomalous taboo, we propose to bring looping
effects into theory construction. Looping effects are a powerful cause of human behavior
that has been hiding in plain sight.

Bringing looping effects into psychological theory entails a paradigmatic shift
towards theorizing the role of psychology in individual, cultural, and societal develop-
ment. Instead of theorizing what humans are or how they develop, the question shifts
to how psychology can augment humans (i.e., the role of psychology in human devel-
opment). To this end, our theories must be reconceptualized within a feedback loop
(Kuorikoski & Poyhonen, 2012). The theory and the phenomenon develop together,
with each shaping the other. Observed behavior shapes the theories, the theories shape
the behavior, which in turn shapes the theories, and so on. Not all phenomena are
equally malleable: at one extreme, the theory has minimal capacity to shape the phe-
nomenon (e.g., natural science phenomena, such as genetics, mirror neurons, spike
potentials), while at the other extreme, the theory has maximal capacity to shape the
phenomenon (e.g., social science phenomena, such as norms, inequalities, and even
economic theories). This theory-phenomenon dynamic system is constrained by both
the underlying phenomena and the power of our own theories. Nevertheless, the theory
and the phenomenon, together and over time, are charting a route through the space of
human potential.

There are several concrete steps that can be taken to bring looping effects into our
theories. When testing hypotheses, we should specify not only how we expect people
to behave under this or that condition but also how we expect them to behave when
they learn about the theory. Would looping lead to strengthening or weakening? In
experiments, a condition could be added where participants are told in advance about
their expected behavior. Or, it can be added as a control. For example, in the failed
replication of the hypothesis that inducing a smile (by holding a pen in one’s teeth)
makes cartoons more funny, the researchers controlled for awareness of the hypothesis
(Coles et al., 2022). They found that many participants were indeed aware of the
hypothesis, and, moreover, the behavior of aware participants was more in line with
the hypothesis.

In survey research, a question could be included to identify participants who were
aware of the guiding theory. Equally, survey questions could identify participants who
assumed a different or even inaccurate theory. However, perhaps most important for
survey research, which emphasizes representativeness, is to understand how looping
effects interact with growing non-response rates (Groves, 2011). In clinical domains, the
criteria for diagnosis could include expectations for how symptoms might interact with
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the client’s awareness of the symptoms (e.g., whether certain symptoms tend to be accen-
tuated or suppressed). But, of course, if it was widely known that awareness of the diag-
nostic criteria was part of the diagnostic criteria, it might lead to second-level looping
(e.g., hiding awareness). In qualitative research, there could be an explicit discussion of
what participants thought about the guiding research questions, theory, and motives.
More generally, there should be continual reflection, not just on the downstream conse-
quences of our theories but also on how the theories themselves interact with their phe-
nomena (Brinkmann, 2005). Over time, these steps would lead to a more nuanced
meta-theory of how our theories guide human behavior.

Looping effects are often small, but so are many effects in psychology (Eronen &
Bringmann, 2021; Meehl, 1990). In the context of the replication and theory crises, we
cannot afford to ignore the variance produced by looping effects because it is theoreti-
cally inconvenient. We need to recognize that large parts of psychology are in the domain
of Volkerpsychologie, and thus subject to looping effects. Until then, our theories will
continue to be challenged by inconsistent findings, unexplained variance, and proposi-
tions that fail to transcend their historical context.

Limitations

The proposed analysis has limitations. The typology of looping effects does not catego-
rize all theories easily. We have already drawn attention to theories that began with unin-
tended looping effects and have had increasingly intentional effects (e.g., the bystander
effect, the Pygmalion effect). Equally, there are some theories that can provoke both
weakening and strengthening, making them difficult to place (e.g., labeling deviance;
Becker, 1963). Whether a theory is strengthened or weakened will depend, in part, on
participants’ interpretation of the aims of the theory (e.g., to empower them or to control
them), and this will have a historical aspect (e.g., changing norms).

The main limitation is that not all theories have looping effects, and not all looping
effects are particularly consequential (Tsou, 2007). Despite widespread publicity, some
social phenomena have not weakened as we might expect (e.g., obedience; Dolinski
et al., 2017). Also, no amount of looping (in the medium term) will substantially alter
how our eyes process images, our grammatical use of a language, or the foundational
role of metaphors in cognition. Additionally, there are parts of psychology that belong in
the natural sciences (e.g., genetics, mirror neurons, evolution by natural selection).
However, future choices may arise as our knowledge in these domains advances (e.g.,
gene manipulation). However, even choices about genetic manipulation won’t change
the underlying mechanisms that lead from the double helix to a living organism. Our
theories are far from enabling such actions.

One approach is to distinguish fundamental psychological theory (identifying under-
lying causes) from the ‘soft’ side of psychology that focuses on the downstream manifes-
tations of these theories (Meehl, 1990)—essentially reasserting the line between where
natural science ends and Vélkerpsychologie begins. However, this line is difficult to
draw because as knowledge grows, so does our capacity to intervene in our own psychol-
ogy and behavior; it is a moving boundary. Yet, there is a distinction to be made: Looping
effects have limits, and it is necessary to identify where they currently are.
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Conclusion: The aims of psychology

Looping effects in psychology are pervasive. Our categories and theories become part of
society, mediating human behavior and cognition. The effects can vary from backfiring
to zealous uptake. Some theories are weakened or undermined, while others are strength-
ened. Nevertheless, there is an increasing trend to take control of these looping effects.
Originally postulated as rule-like, psychological theories have increasingly been taught
so as to selectively strengthen and weaken psychological tendencies.

Acknowledging that psychological categories and theories are part of society (and not
outside it) means that looping effects need to be built into psychological theories. It
means moving away from the metaphor of ‘the mirror of nature’ and instead conceptual-
izing psychological knowledge as tools for action. The key question becomes: Who is
enabled by our tools to do what, and to whom?

If the aim of psychology is to predict, control, or otherwise manipulate the public,
then looping effects will be a continual problem. One could try to prevent looping by
selectively ceasing to circulate effective theories. Despite being unethical and unfeasible
in an open society, this would also run counter to psychology’s ambition to contribute to
the betterment of society and to ‘give psychology away’ (Miller, 1969, p. 1071).
Alternatively, the discipline could skew towards natural science phenomena, which are
less exposed to looping effects. However, this is untenable because it would entail with-
drawing from the social science end of the discipline, which is where much of the soci-
etal impact of psychology occurs (Zimbardo, 2004). Finally, the discipline could continue
to impose a natural science paradigm on the social side of the discipline. However, this
will continue to produce anomalous looping effects. In so far as psychological theory is
in the service of third parties, enabling them to predict and control their targets, we fore-
see an endless treadmill of theory creation and subsequent backfire effects.

If psychology aims to make empowering theories (or tools) for people to address their
own concerns and become more agentic, then we foresee strengthening effects. Aiming
to create knowledge that is useful for laypeople will push towards increasing goal align-
ment between researchers and the public, which in turn will make psychological research
more relevant and more significant for society. It would shift the focus from fundamental
research to applied research (Andersen, 2025), with extra benefits. By acknowledging
the historicity of psychological knowledge and bringing participants into the research
process, by aligning our interests with theirs, we are more likely to create strengthening
looping effects that will, paradoxically, make psychological knowledge more robust in
the face of history.

The gentleman with arms akimbo, described by Dostoevsky (1864) in our opening
quote, is resisting being predicted by mathematical theories and algorithms. He captures
the reactionary attitude that most humans have towards being predicted, controlled, or
manipulated. Few human identities can tolerate being viewed as puppets animated by a
formula. If the predicted behavior is under voluntary control, then it is likely that aware-
ness will lead to reactance. However, such reactionary responses, instead of being con-
ceptualized as an embarrassing bug, can be reconceptualized as revealing the historical,
cultural, and continually self-developing essence of humans. We should celebrate the
cases when psychology has contributed to weakening undesirable behaviors and
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strengthening desirable ones. It shows how theories about humans inevitably fold into
what humans become. This looping, we argue, does not have to be an anomaly; it can be
brought within psychological theory, leading to more robust theory, less temperamental
findings, and increased societal impact.
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