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DISCLAIMER 



Fake news is nothing new in medicine 



Fake news and psychology 

Dorothy Martin  

 

21 Dec 1954 



• When beliefs and the facts/actions don’t match 

- Change beliefs 

- Change the facts/action 

Cognitive Dissonance 



Facts? 



Alternative Facts? 

• Conditions of carriage are a contract we sign up to every 

time we fly – we have all agreed to overbooking and the 

risk of being ‘bumped’ 

• Carriers are required by federal law to bump passengers to 

accommodate crew deployment to prevent disruption for 

the majority 

• The passenger was manhandled by airport authority 

personnel, not United Airlines staff 

• Airside is a highly regulated security environment – 

compliance with orders from a federal enforcement officer 

is not optional 



Enter the leader…  

 



Mindset 



What is “mindset”? 

• Literally the “setting of your mind” 

 

• A belief that biases how you think, feel and act – a filter 

that you see everything through 

 



The Growth Mindset 

 

 

       Fixed v growth   

   mindsets 

 



People with a Fixed Mindset 

• Tend to see things as win or lose 

• Either good at something or you’re not 

• Focus on success as winning or achieving 

• Avoid challenge 

• Give up easily 

• Ignore feedback 

• Feel threatened by others’ success 



People with a Growth Mindset 

• Focus on mastery and competence, not simply winning 

• More likely to feel intrigued when they encounter something 

that contradicts their expectations 

• More likely to say they think it’s virtuous to test their own 

beliefs 

• Find inspiration in others’ successes 

• Embrace challenges 

• Persist in the face of setbacks 

• Learn from feedback 

• Not afraid to fail 

• Will experiment when faced with setbacks 

 



Rhonda Cornum 

• “No-one ever died from pain” 

 

• When asked about her mistreatment during captivity she 

explained that a fellow captive had it much worse in his 

torture by electricity. 

 

• "There is no positive spin to being held a prisoner--I do not 

recommend it. But, it was better than the alternative, so 

there was no point in dwelling on it. You're in it anyway.“ 

 

• "This thing happened anyway," Rhonda said in regard to her 

captivity. "Adverse things happen to everyone. The key is 

figuring out how to find something good about it or make it 

into something you can use.” 

 



John McCain 

• 26 October 1967 

• Shot down over Vietnam 

• 2 broken arms, 1 broken leg, crushed shoulder 

• Denied any medical treatment 

• Tortured 

• 5 ½ years as a POW, 2 years in solitary confinement 

• Turned down early release after 1 year 

• Released March 14th, 1971 



What distinguishes these people? 

• Ability to see beyond the immediate 

 

• Ability to rationalise, not catastrophise 

 

OPTIMISTIC and POSITIVE  

mindset 
 



Mindset and stress 

Does the perception that stress affects health matter? 
The association with health and mortality. Keller et al. 
Health Psychol. Sep 2012: 31(5) 677-684 

• 30 000 people followed up over 8 years 

• 2 questions: 

- How much stress have you experienced in the last year? 

- Do you believe that stress is harmful for your health? 

 

• People who experienced a lot of stress in the previous year 
had a 43% increased risk of dying 

• But that was only true for the people who also believed that 
stress is harmful for your health 

• People who experienced a lot of stress but did not view 
stress as harmful were no more likely to die. In fact, they had 
the lowest risk of dying of anyone in the study, including 
people who had relatively little stress 



Pain relief 



Percentage improvement with treatment 



The effect you expect is the effect you get 

• When the patients were aware of receiving the treatment 

and were expecting the benefit, the patients experienced 

significantly better outcomes 

 

• “Mindset”, in this case the expectation to heal 

 

• What does this mean in the context of leadership….? 

 



Counterfact 

• For every situation your brain invents a counterfact 

 

• An alternate scenario to help us evaluate and make sense of 

what really happened 

 

• Because it’s invented, we have the power in any given 

situation to select a positive counterfact 

 

• The way we present counterfact is called our “explanatory 

style” 

 



What is your explanatory style? 

• Optimistic explanatory style – interpret adversity as being 

local and temporary 

 

• Pessimistic explanatory style – interpret adversity as more 

global and permanent 

 



Explanatory styles at MetLife 

• $75M per year 

 

• All salespeople tested for 

explanatory style 

- +37% average (+88%) 

 

• Hiring policy changed 

- Sales +27% in first year 

- Sales +57% in second year 



Social belonging 

• Feeling like you don’t belong is widespread 

• Changes how you interpret experiences – conversations, 

setbacks, misunderstandings… 

• Feeds destructive states of mind: 

- Imposter syndrome (I’m a fraud and everyone will find out) 

- Stereotype threat (Everyone expects me to fail) 

- Self-handicapping (Why bother trying?) 

• Which leads to self-destructive behaviours: 

- Avoiding challenge 

- Hiding problems 

- Ignoring feedback 

- Not forming supportive relationships 

 



Social belonging 

Gregory M. Walton, et al. 

A Brief Social-Belonging Intervention Improves 

Academic and Health Outcomes of Minority Students 

Science 331, 1447 (2011); 

• 49 African-American freshmen 

• Given excerpts from a survey of previous students 

communicating the message that everyone struggles with 

social belonging initially but this changes over time 

• Asked to write an essay reflecting on how their own 

experiences were similar to those expressed 

• Participate in an induction infomercial for the following years 

intake 

• “As you probably know, it can be difficult to come into a new situation 

not knowing what to expect and you, as an older student who has just 

gone through the same experience, are in a great position to help 

these freshmen out. Do you think you would be able to do this?” 



Social belonging - results 

Gregory M. Walton, et al. 

A Brief Social-Belonging Intervention Improves 

Academic and Health Outcomes of Minority Students 

Science 331, 1447 (2011); 

• Over three years… 

• Improved academic performance, health and happiness 

• Significantly higher GPAs at graduation than peers 

• Closed the GPA gap between minority and non-minority 

students 

• More likely to find a mentor and establish close 

relationships 

 

Repeated at another college: 

• Boosted retention rates more than a $3500 scholarship 

 



Rosenthal–Jacobson study 

• 1965 – experiment in a public elementary school, telling 

teachers that certain children (~ 20%) could be expected to 

be ”intellectual bloomers," that year based on the students’ 

results on the Harvard Test of inflected Acquisition 

• The “bloomers‘” names were made known to the teachers 

but their scores were not disclosed 

• In reality the children designated as ”bloomers" were chosen 

at random 

• At the end of the study, the students significantly 

outperformed their peers 

• Pygmailion Effect – when our belief in another person’s 

potential brings that potential to life 

Rosenthal, R.; Jacobson, L. (1968). Pygmalion in the Classroom. New 
York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston 



Theory X and Theory Y 

• Theory X – people work because you pay them and they 

need constant supervision 

• Theory Y – people work for intrinsic motives 

• Leaders’ expectations become a self-fulfilling prophecy! 

• Leader expectation correlates positively with follower 

performance 

Rosenthal, R.; Jacobson, L. (1968). Pygmalion in the Classroom. New 
York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston 



Food for thought 

Extraneous factors in judicial decisions  

Shai Danzigera,1, Jonathan Levavb,1,2, and 

Liora Avnaim-Pessoa  
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