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Communicating science, not magic
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When communicating psychological intervention
research, two pernicious tendencies have become
prominent: using imprecise termswith laymeanings
and sensationalizing outcome descriptions. This
Comment examines the consequences of these
communication styles and proposes strategies for
effective communication, ensuring enthusiasm
does not come at the cost of credibility.

Science communication doesmore than inform—it shapes careers, policies,
and lives. The words researchers choose can determine whether an idea
thrives or fades away. When an idea is branded as ‘cutting edge,’ graduate
studentsmaydedicate years to studying it. If outcomesare described as ‘high
impact,’ fundersmay bemore likely to support the work. And if researchers
describe their work as ‘transformative,’members of the publicmay bemore
likely to embrace those ideaswhen trying to improve their lives or help their
children succeed.

Communication that generates excitement for a research idea increases
media coverage, funding, and research attention. This increased attention
then generates additional excitement, creating a self-reinforcing cycle. Yet
this cycle has a hidden cost: to sustain interest, each new claim must be
equally, if not more, sensational than the last.

Here, we describe two common communication styles for psycholo-
gical interventions: (1) the use of imprecise, colloquial terms, and (2) evo-
cative, unrealistic descriptions of outcomes. We contend that the
widespread scientific and public interest in psychological interventions is
likely due in part to how they are communicated.

Common communication styles about psychological the-
ories and interventions
Colloquial terms. Terms used to describe psychological concepts often
carry lay connotations that differ from their scientific definitions. Terms
such as “mindset” and “wise” invoke a sense of familiarity and an intuitive
—but not necessarily accurate—understanding of their meaning. For
example, within mindset theory, “mindset” usually refers to one’s belief
about the changeability of a human attribute—someone with a “growth
mindset” holds that traits are malleable, whereas someone with a “fixed
mindset” holds that traits are relatively stable. In contrast, outside of
mindset theory, “mindset” usually refers to a way of thinking or a set of
attitudes. Before “growth” and “fixed” entered the collective vocabulary,
mindset was frequently preceded with “positive”—i.e., to have a positive
mindset. Critically, “mindset” is still used with its original meaning.When
someonefirst encountersmindset as a research concept or an intervention,
the idea may seem familiar because people already know the word
“mindset.” Familiarity leads to fluency, which leads to signals of credibility
and acceptance without scrutiny.

Likewise, the word “wise” has had positive associations for centuries.
Most people understand the word as a description of someone who makes

use of substantial experience and knowledge tomake good decisions. But in
psychological intervention research, a “wise” intervention is one that focuses
on howpeople interpret their social situation or themselves1—this use of the
termhas little relation to the lay understanding of the word. As such, people
may assume the colloquial connotation that the interventions make use of
substantial experience and knowledge. Again, the intuitive, familiar term
with positive connotations disinvites scrutiny. Stated differently, a “wise”
intervention sounds like something everyone should do, whereas a “sub-
jective construal” or even a “situation interpretation” intervention may
invite additional questions.

Examples other than “mindset” and “wise” include “deliberate prac-
tice,” “mindfulness,” and “grit.” The use of these terms is likely to invoke a
sense of credibility andacceptanceover scrutiny and contemplation.This, in
turn, increases the risk of misunderstandings.

Evocative descriptions of results. Beyond issues with the terms them-
selves, descriptions of psychological intervention outcomes are often
evocative. For example, a recent book on “wise” interventions was titled
“Ordinary Magic2.” In the book, the outcomes of psychological interven-
tions are described as “extraordinary,” “transformative,” and—repeatedly
—as “magic2.” Describing intervention outcomes as “magic” conjures a
sense of profound, life-changing effects. This language carries the risk of
creating unrealistic expectations and undermining trust, especially when
effects are small, temporary, or fail to replicate.

Evocative descriptions from researchers are not limited to popular
press books. For example, academic articles have claimed that teaching a
growth mindset can advance peace in the Middle East3. Yet, Middle East
conflicts stem from deeply entrenched, multifaceted, and interconnected
factors, making it improbable (and arguably dismissive of the region’s
complexities) that a growth mindset intervention could resolve them. As
another example, brain training research led to a multi-billion-dollar
industry4. Yet, companies such as Lumos Labs eventually faced charges for
deceptive claims that their products could stave off cognitive deficits related
to Alzheimer’s, traumatic brain injury, and post-traumatic stress5.

Finally, the news media pulls from popular press books, journal arti-
cles, and press releases, often further sensationalizing or promoting evo-
cative descriptions of these interventions. Compounding this issue, many
news outlets have shifted from employing trained science journalists to
general reporters who lack the expertise to scrutinize scientific results6.
These journalists face increasing pressure to produce news quickly and
generate compelling content for clicks, which amplifies inaccurate and
exaggerated scientific communication6.

Strategies for communication that foster enthusiasm with-
out overstating effects
Table 1 provides examples of key questions that scholars, members of the
media, and policymakers can ask when communicating research and/or
interpreting scientific communication.

Strategies for scholars. Naming new psychological concepts is a critical
task. Using established words that carry lay meanings with positive
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connotations (e.g., “wise” interventions) presents a risk of people feeling
they already understand the concept and embracing the idea without
question. Conversely, overly technical jargon (e.g., “subjective construal”
interventions) can deter engagement. Researchers can aim for a middle
ground, with terms that are descriptive yet invite inquiry (e.g., “situation
interpretation” interventions).

Alongwith choosing terms carefully, providing a clear definition of the
construct and intervention can further prevent misinterpretation. For
example, what are the critical “active ingredients” in the intervention,
according to theory? Accurate communication need not be boring: scholars
can explain how the idea builds on or diverges from prior work and why it
addresses a critical gap.

Likewise, descriptions of outcomes can be exciting without going
beyond the data. Describing outcomes as “profound7,” “transformative8,”
or “magic2,” engages the public, but implies effects are universal and
effortless, obscuring the nuanced reality of psychological change. Instead,
scholars can provide effects in real-world terms that lay people can
understand. For example, a Cohen’s d of 0.5 indicates that, when
assumptions are met, the average treated person fares better than
approximately two-thirds of the control group. As another example, an
effect size can be reported as the number of people in the sample who
matched the theoretical expectation9—for example, reporting that 75% of
the treated individuals saw greater improvements than participants in the
control group. In the previous examples, readers may very well think of
these effects as profound or transformative. In cases where the numbers
suggest that the average treated person fares better than barely over 50%
of the control group, or when effects are inconsistent, readers may not
interpret the effects as profound. Providing real numbers that are easily
understandable, rather than evocative descriptions, allows readers to
form their own conclusions about the results.

The same recommendations hold when describing effects that only
apply to a subsample. Subgroup effects can be meaningful, especially
when they benefit underrepresented or at-risk populations. However,
given the near-infinite number of ways that a sample can be divided,
subgroup-related findings warrant cautious interpretation and replica-
tion. Communicating whether similar effects have previously been
observed for the same group and whether the effect for that group differs
from other groups can yield credence to claims about the importance of
subgroup effects.

Finally, beyond reporting their own results, scholars should bemindful
of how they engagewith themedia.Media that communicate resultswithout
overstating effects provides a service to the public. Media that uses vague
termswith evocative descriptions risks public disillusionment,where people
may feel misled if their own outcomes are less than profound, transfor-
mative, or magical.

Strategies formedia. Although individual reporters cannot eliminate the
pressures of fast-paced sensationalism, journalists covering interventions
can gather sufficient information to estimate, based on the data, howmuch
a given person might realistically benefit. For example, journalists can ask
authors if any real-world outcomes were measured and to describe the
costs, benefits, and risks of the target intervention compared with another
intervention or business as usual4. The same practices can apply to book
editors working with authors seeking to translate their science to the
general public. Though sensational claims may be more likely to sell, a
publisher can develop a reputation for not overselling claims, increasing
trust in their brand.

Strategies for policymakers. Policymakers, who are often charged with
finding themostbeneficial outcomes, canbe susceptible to embracing ideas
when benefits are described in evocative ways. Policymakers include
funding entities, school district superintendents, and evenparents deciding
how to shape their children’s time. When deciding whether to implement
an intervention, policymakers can try to determine if the benefits outweigh
the known costs and risks. If costs and risks remain unknown, policy-
makers may wish to make the decision with extra care, or, in the case of
funding entities, seek research examining costs and risks so that other
policymakers can make well-informed decisions rather than relying on
evocative descriptions.

Conclusion
The stakes are high: How science is communicated to the public can
influence major decisions by individuals, parents, and policymakers.
Common communicating styles surrounding psychological interventions
may not only lead to unrealistic expectations, but erode the public’s trust in
psychological science. Researchersmust balance accessibility with accuracy,
journalists must probe beyond press releases, and policymakers must
demand evidence over hype.

Brooke N. Macnamara 1 , Alexander P. Burgoyne 2 &
David Moreau 3

1PurdueUniversity,West Lafayette, IN, USA. 2HumanResourcesResearch
Organization, Alexandria, VA, USA. 3University of Auckland,
Auckland, New Zealand. e-mail: bmacnama@purdue.edu

Received: 18 June 2025; Accepted: 24 July 2025;

References
1. Walton,G.M.&Wilson, T.D.Wise interventions: psychological remedies for social andpersonal

problems. Psychol. Rev. 125, 617 (2018).
2. Walton, G. M. Ordinary Magic: The Science of How We Can Achieve Big Change with Small

Acts. (Random House, New York, 2025).
3. Dweck, C. S. Mindsets and human nature: promoting change in the Middle East, the

schoolyard, the racial divide, and willpower. Am. Psychol. 67, 614–622 (2012).
4. Simons, D. J. et al. Do “brain training” programs work?. Psychol. Sci. Public Interest. 17,

103–186 (2016).
5. Federal Trade Committee. Lumosity to Pay $2 Million to Settle FTC Deceptive Advertising

Charges for its “Brain Training” Program. Retrieved July 16, 2025 from https://www.ftc.gov/
news-events/news/press-releases/2016/01/lumosity-pay-2-million-settle-ftc-deceptive-
advertising-charges-its-brain-training-program (Federal Trade Committee, 2016).

Table 1 | Guiding questions to communicate and assess
psychological intervention research accurately

Key people Key questions to ask
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misinterpretation?

Are effect sizes presented in understandable, real-world
metrics?

Have I acknowledged limitations and replication history?

Media What percentage of participants saw meaningful benefits?
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self-reports?
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Is the evidence base mixed or consistently supportive?
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