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Psychology and the Real World: Essays Illustrating Fundamental Contributions to Society is
the product of the Federation of Associations in Behavioral and Brain Sciences (FABBS), a
nonprofit advocacy group of more than 20 scholarly groups devoted to behavioral, cognitive,
and brain sciences. The federation’s mission is to enhance the public’s understanding of
psychological sciences; this book is one of many such efforts to advance the mission, which
includes speaking engagements of leading psychological and brain scientists, videos of these
presentations, and other books (see www.FABBS.org).

The relevance and applicability of mind, brain, and behavioral science research to
society is the main theme. Psychology and the Real World is intended as a companion to a
text for introductory psychology and as a stand-alone reader for the general public.
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Overview and Description

The book begins with a Foreword by Malcolm Gladwell that sets the tone of a casual style
and the theme of the relevance of psychological science to everyday experience. The Preface
is written by Morton Gernsbacher, Richard Pew, and James Pomerantz, who are officers of
FABBS (presidents elect, current, and past, respectively). The book includes 17 chapters on
specific topics of psychology (e.g., sensation and perception, learning, memory, language
and thought, emotion and motivation, consciousness, intelligence, development, work,
psychological disorders), including broader domains (e.g., neuroscience, social psychology).
With two exceptions (Introduction, “Personality” chapter), each chapter includes two essays
(each 6–10 pages). Essays are lightly referenced to continue the more informal tone and
style; they end with recommended readings.

To illustrate the organization and breadth of topics, for the chapter “Neuroscience,”
one essay highlights the neurobiology of stress and adaptation (Bruce McEwen); the other
focuses on mechanisms of self-regulation (Michael Posner and Mary Rothbart). For the
“Stress and Health” chapter, one essay focuses on framing messages to promote health-
related behaviors (Peter Salovey); the other focuses on positive illusions and how these serve
critical functions for adaptation (Shelley Taylor). Over 40 scholars contributed; they
constitute a Who’s Who of our science, including Elliot Aronson, Paul Ekman, Susan
Goldin-Meadow, E. Tory Higgins, Elizabeth Loftus, Barbara Rogoff—and the list continues
at this same level.

At the beginning of each essay, authors describe (a) their current position and research
interests, (b) how they became interested in their area of research, and (c) what has been the
real-world impact of that research. Their answers nicely orient the reader to what follows.
The book ends with a section, Questions for Discussion (pp. 263–270), with one or two
questions from each chapter. The questions often draw on counterintuitive and novel
findings (e.g., When might more exams [in a college classroom] be helpful to student
learning? How do familiar visual illusions contribute to human survival? When might
analytic abilities [of intelligence] actually interfere with successful functioning?).

Notable Features

Several features of the book are particularly noteworthy. First, the essays show that
psychological science informs our understanding of issues in everyday life. Examples
include understanding and improving work and employee performance, fostering better
physical and mental health, improving close interpersonal relationships, coping with stress,
and structuring classrooms to foster better learning.



Second, the essays convey the breadth of psychological science. From reading them, it
is only a small step to conclude that psychological science is pertinent to any facet of life
where humans are present. The topics (e.g., language and thought, how children learn,
discrimination and prejudice, self-regulation, working in groups toward a common goal)
make this book relevant and applicable well beyond those domains specifically addressed in
the essays.

Third, the book advances science more broadly than just psychological science.
Science illiteracy is lamented in our society, and more so now that science is advancing by
leaps and in ways that can directly improve life. The contributors show the thought process
leading to a study (e.g., theory, models), convey the surprising results, and then how that
reflects back on both our understanding and possible application. The metathemes of this
book (e.g., science as a process, as a way of thinking, as a way of helping) are critical.

Finally, the individual essays are superb. The book is an intellectual buffet, and I see
from the two plates I am carrying that I have piled so many of the essays as my favorites that
I will never make it back to my table without spilling. Several brief illustrations will have to
suffice:

• The essay on visual search (Jeremy Wolfe) as part of the “Sensation and
Perception” chapter illustrates laboratory stimuli for visual search (e.g., selecting
targets from an array) and describes how our attention operates (e.g., the cues that
influence us as we process the environment). We move from theory, to lab
research, to real-world problems (e.g., detecting disease in screening of lab tests
for cancer, scanning carry-on bags at airports, trying to identify survivors at sea),
and back to the lab (e.g., to better understand how we respond to rare events and
biases that emerge in detecting targets).

• The two learning essays (Elizabeth Bjork and Robert Bjork; Henry Roediger, III,
Kathleen McDermott, and Mark McDaniel) review and illustrate theory and
research findings from the lab but move seamlessly from the lab findings to
concrete strategies and recommendations to make student studying and learning
more effective (e.g., more retrieval opportunities rather than just blitz studying will
improve learning and retention; vary the conditions of practice including studying
in different places).

• The essay on language learning (Susan Goldin-Meadow) conveys how gestures
develop in deaf children not exposed to early (sign) language and how the
properties of spontaneously invented gestures resemble the structure of signed and
spoken languages. More generally, we learn that early gestures in development
predict later speech (e.g., size of spoken vocabulary) and that a paucity of gestures
can predict delays of vocabulary comprehension.



These and many of the other essays address familiar facets of everyday life, convey
relations and distinctions that we would never make in ordinary life, and establish firmly that
these relations are critical (e.g., for education, learning, negotiating our environment).

Perspectives on Bringing Psychology to Everyday Life

Bringing science and psychological science to the public and conveying the relevance of our
field are so important, especially when seen in broader contexts. First, in academia, research
that directly helps people or is applied often is demeaned, an issue that has been lamented
for some time (e.g., Ladd, 1894; Tyler, 1973). Conducting basic laboratory research,
generating and testing theoretical models, and understanding processes and mechanisms are
core emphases of our science. This book approaches the issue of applications from
psychology in a new light.

The book begins with stellar science and scientists and moves to how findings in basic
areas of research apply to, inform, and enhance everyday life. Stated better, the book
operationalizes Kurt Lewin’s oft-cited comment, “There is nothing so practical as a good
theory” (Stam, 2000). Paste on the end of that quote “and good research,” and we have
characterized this volume.

Second, and related, in so much of our work in academia we speak to ourselves. We
read our journals, go to our meetings, know what our colleagues are doing, develop novel
and creative models (i.e., ours), and debate the virtue of lesser competing models (yours),
and so on. We collaborate with other disciplines and colleagues in other countries, but we
can still retain insular lives that do not connect with the world.

Many of our research paradigms, measures, and foci are not intuitive or even plausible
to potential consumers of research—for example: A glance of an infant in one direction
versus another means what? A mood induced a few minutes in the lab is designed to test
what? An imperceptible difference in latency to respond to a touch screen means I am
tainted by what undesirable personality characteristic? and Where in the world would the
word for one color (blue) purposely be written in a different color (e.g., green)?

As we talk among ourselves, these and other such examples illustrate tools we use to
understand, and we often argue—cogently, I might add—that this understanding is pregnant
with implications. Yet, the value of such work and the gap between what we see as
implications and what might be genuine applications can be intergalactic, at least to potential
consumers of our work. Some of those consumers (e.g., members of Congress) even take
periodic shots at our work on the basis of grant titles, subject populations (e.g., some insect
or unfamiliar mammal), and foci (e.g., sexual behavior and hormones of a species that is
already mad at us for anthropogenic climate change).



The consequences of misunderstanding are potentially disastrous for citizens (e.g., in
relation to their own psychological and physical health practices) and also for our science.
This book shows that core areas (learning, memory, sensation, perception, emotion) of our
science as well as areas of application (e.g., industrial/organizational, criminal justice,
clinical work) address important questions and provide answers. Every so often we ought to
pause to make that message clear, exactly as Psychology and the Real World does.

Perspectives and Needed Steps

In the essays, psychological findings are connected to everyday life, often with
counterintuitive findings and explanations. By and large this is done in nontechnical
language and without getting lost in technical details. Naturally, the contributors are
completely at home with terms that might not be suited to the intended readers. For example,
as a reader breezily rides through these essays, the glass-smooth highway occasionally is
interrupted by terminological potholes: percent of variance, allostatic load, mediators,
nonlinear dose–response relations, statistical significance, transcriptomics, and epigenetic
effects.

On the other side, so many critical terms are presented and defined: interleaving, test-
enhanced learning, binocular rivalry, functional magnetic resonance imaging, ironic
processes of mental control, Stroop test, microexpressions, preference reversal, and social
climate. The lists are useful to mention here as yet another way of conveying the breadth of
concepts and hence the scope of research that the essays encompass.

I would have liked to have seen an opening or closing chapter that presents
psychological science at a higher level of abstraction than these essays are intended to
achieve. In our science we use models (e.g., conceptual, mathematical, computational,
animal, but not runway), we test theory, we devise hypotheses, we construct novel situations
to elaborate phenomena, we use statistics and math, we invent and validate measures, and all
of this is designed to describe, explain, and understand.

The richness and scope of the individual essays may call for a more integrative or
structural chapter to convey the broader context and commonalities of what psychologists do
in their research and why. If the individual chapters and essays are well-crafted pieces of a
puzzle, I am merely touting the value of letting everyone peek at the box to get a glimpse of
what the whole puzzle looks like.

Psychology and the Real World is excellent in the genre it pioneers and in conveying
the vibrancy and relevance of our field. The human experience, the mind, brain, and the
underpinnings of all we do are filled with amazement, intrigue, and the unexpected. The
book conveys in user-delicious ways that psychology has theory, methods, and findings that
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provide answers, and answers that make a difference. An overall summary evaluation?
Easily captured in a word; the book is FABBulous.
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