
www.MendelowConsulting.com | 301.325.5123 | Page 1  

 

 ‘CliffsNotes’ Book Club Recap 

 
DO YOU LOVE BOOKS ON LEADERSHIP, NEUROSCIENCE, AND BUSINESS, BUT NOT HAVE TIME TO READ ALL 

THE BOOKS? 

 

Join the ‘CliffsNotes’ club—where there's no pressure to pre-read the book, no membership required, no cost, 

and lots of discussion in just 90 minutes. Each month, you will hear a summary of highlights from a recently-
published business book. This discussion summary is intended to provide a recap of the conversation at Book 
Club, rather than serve as a thorough book summary. We’ll keep you "in the know" on the latest and greatest 
concepts and models. Register here for upcoming events. 

 

 

March 2026 

Misbelief 

By Dan Ariely 

 

 
Book Summary 

Developed by Marisa Sanchez with some additions from ChatGPT 

Summary 

Misbelief by Dan Ariely examines why ordinary, well-intentioned people come to hold false, extreme, or 

conspiratorial beliefs—and why simply presenting facts rarely changes minds. Drawing on behavioral science, 

real-world case studies, and Ariely’s personal experience with misinformation, the book argues that misbelief 

is less about intelligence or ignorance and more about unmet psychological needs such as belonging, meaning, 

control, and identity. Ariely shows how distrust in institutions, emotional narratives, and social reinforcement 

fuel belief formation, and he offers evidence-based strategies for engaging people in ways that reduce 

defensiveness, rebuild trust, and reopen curiosity rather than entrenchment. The book ultimately reframes 

misbelief as a human, predictable process and one that leaders and organizations must understand if they 

hope to navigate polarization, change resistance, and breakdowns in trust. 

 

Demonized:  An Introduction 

In 2020, Ariely was accused in social media of influencing people to take Covid-19 vaccines (which his 

accusers believed was a hoax virus and the vaccines were mind-altering poisons) for the purposes of tracking 

and controlling people. Ariely used the experience to interview and research the various people on social 

media who personally attacked him and called for his death. Sharing contradictory evidence did not convince 

them, so he “tried to get to know them, to empathize with them, to understand what led them down the funnel 

of misbelief, and then to use the lens of social science to generalize” what he learned (p.17).  

Ariely describes misbelief as a phenomenon of a distorted lens through which people begin to view the world, 

reason about the world, and then describe the world to others (p.15). He posits that misbelief is a process that 

pulls in people deeper and deeper due to a confluence of emotional, cognitive, personality, social forces.  

http://www.mendelowconsulting.com/in-the-know.html
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Part I: The Funnel of Misbelief 

Chapter 1 – How Could That Person Believe That Thing? 

Ariely introduces the concept of misbelief as a funnel, where what starts as healthy skepticism “evolves into a 

reflexive mistrust of anything “mainstream” and genuine open-mindedness slides into dysfunctional doubt.  

…Those who are deeply entrenched in misbelief will already be sure that it’s part of an evil plot.” (p. 27-28) 

But rather than label people as irrational, invite curiosity and engagement.   

Organization Implications: Similar funnels may appear during change fatigue, restructuring, or perceived 

cultural threats. Labeling employees as “resistant” or “difficult” blocks the very change leaders seek to create.   

 

Chapter 2 – The Funnel at Work 

Ariely introduces the four elements of the funnel of misbelief:  emotional, cognitive, personality, and social.  

Emotions precede beliefs – anger, revenge, feeling discriminated against, slighted, singled out, personally 

attacked or put down flares up the limbic system in the brain. In response, the prefrontal cortex creates an 

explanation to justify the emotions, providing psychological relief.   

Misbelief thrives on loss of trust. And mistrust begets more mistrust in an ever downward spiral.  

Organization Implications: Workplace uncertainty can fuel simplified, and sometimes inaccurate, internal 

narratives.  The more distrust is experienced in the workplace, the more employees turn to narratives to 

explain uncomfortable changes.   

 

Part II: Emotional Elements and the Story of Stress 

Chapter 3 – Pressure, Stress, Bending, and Breaking 

Ariely explores how personal pain, marginalization, or loss of status creates fertile ground for misbelief.  

Misbelief begins as a coping strategy, prioritizing emotional certainty over analytical accuracy. Conspiracy 

theories and groups of people who support one another in fostering conspiracy theory provide a form of 

support, of feeling seen, and an explanation for their pain. Having someone else to blame provides a sense 

of control when life feels unfair.     

Organization Implications: Leaders managing transformation should note that unmanaged stress can distort 

how employees interpret organizational intent.  

 

Chapter 4 – Picking a Villain as a Way to Regain Control 

Chasing villains is a regrettable side effect of the way our psychological system deals with stress and fear.  

But even identifying a villain to blame is only a temporary relief as misbelievers continue to focus on the hate 

of and anger with the villain. Blame stories become ever-more complex, adding more details to the narrative 

to keep the obsession fresh and alive (Ariely calls this the unintended consequences of finding a villain).  
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This obsession becomes further engrained as hate is elevated to moral outrage. “When many misbelievers 

reach a certain point in the funnel, it’s not enough to simply believe that there’s a villain or an evil plot; they 

feel compelled to actively express hatred toward the alleged perpetrators and to inspire that same feeling in 

others. Hatred is not simply a more intense version of dislike; it’s characterized by moral beliefs and it’s 

associated with moral emotions such as contempt, disgust, and anger…when a person expresses moral 

outrage, they elevate their own status from that of a hater to that of a righteous crusader for justice and 

morality.” (p. 95) “…a moral outrage calls other people to the flag, and it increases the group’s stamina in 

fighting the moral battle.” (p.96) 

Organization Implications:  Scapegoating or distrust during change initiatives can harden resistance and cause 

groups to band together against a common enemy (e.g., another division, leader, subgroup of leadership.)  

 

Part III: Cognitive Elements and the Story of our Dysfunctional Information-Processing Machinery  

Chapter 5 – Our Search for the Truth We Want to Believe In 

The chapters in this section echo many of the concepts of fast/slow thinking – believing misinformation is easier 

than doing the critical thinking to prove or dispel it. Ariely cites several cognitive biases such as confirmation 

bias that allows humans to fall back on easy rather than hard thinking (e.g., performing an internet search in a 

way that leads us to content that confirms our beliefs rather than searching for information to disprove them).  

“If we have stressful emotional conditions that drive us to seek relief in the form of answers, are driven by 

confirmation bias, and then seek and find misinformation that satisfies our need for a villain, it is likelier that 

we will form misbeliefs.” (p. 134) 

Organization Implications: Data-driven change efforts often fail because facts alone rarely disrupt the cycle 

but instead are reinterpreted to fit the narrative. 

 

Chapter 6 – Working Hard to Believe What We Already Believe 

People work surprisingly hard to maintain internal consistency, reshaping evidence to avoid cognitive 

dissonance. Beliefs become intertwined with self-image and identity, requiring a stronger commitment to the 

belief and more creative rationalization.   

“In the hierarchy of needs, something else is more urgent right now, and when we lie it is because we have 

managed to convince ourselves that it’s best to give up honesty in service of these more important objectives.”  

(e.g., to preserve integrity of covid-19 vaccines, media outlets downplayed the contents of the registry of 

vaccine side effects (VAERS). (p. 139) 

Ariely introduces several cognitive phenomena involved in misbelief: 

• Illusory Truth Effect – the more times you encounter a piece of information, the more intensely the 

piece of information is coded in our brains as familiar and true and the “stickier” it becomes. (p. 144) 

• Solution Aversion – if we don’t like a proposed solution to a problem, we use motivated reasoning to 

deny that the problem exists in the first place (p. 146).  “We often think that we should first agree on 

the facts and then move to figuring out the possible solutions, but when motivated reasoning is 

involved, we need to reverse this seemingly logical order and first deal with solution aversion.”   
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• Illusion of Explanatory Depth – tendency to intuitively feel we understand complex phenomena much 

more deeply and precisely than we actually do. (p. 157) 

People tend to confidently adopt a position and assume that they understand its implications without really 

thinking it through. Ariely suggests using paradoxical persuasion to agree with their position wholeheartedly 

and then follow through on all implications of that position. E.g., When someone tells you 5G is dangerous, 

agree and suggest that they get rid of their cell phones or keep their phones in their cars and out of the 

house.  

“We have evolved a complex, sometimes sophisticated, sometimes flawed, and sometimes downright faulty 

set of shortcuts for processing the overwhelming world we live in.  These sense-making mechanisms serve us 

well – until they don’t.” (p. 164) 

Organization Implications:  Simplistic narratives flourish in complex organizations. When leaders fail to 

communicate meaningfully, employees create their own explanatory myths about leadership intent and 

organizational direction.  

 

Part IV: Personality Elements and the Story of Our Individual Differences 

Chapter 7 – Lessons on Personality from Alien Abductees 

Certain personality traits such as a strong desire for patterns or certainty may influence susceptibility to 

misbelief.  But anyone can move into the funnel of misbelief under the right pressures.   

Organization Implications: Acknowledge the universality of misbeliefs rather than stereotyping or 

pathologizing stakeholders for belief conflicts.  

 

Chapter 8 – An Attempt to Classify the Role of Personality in the Funnel of Misbelief 

Patternicity (minds that are more likely to see patterns where none exist) leads to more suspicion.  Stress leads 

to more patternicity to help us make sense of the world, even if it is made up.  Overtrusting our intuitions leads 

to more suspicion. Those with intellectual humility recognize that their own beliefs and opinions might be 

incorrect; while those with low intellectual humility have a high confidence in their own beliefs.  Lack of trust 

causes those with low intellectual humility to continue to commit to their own beliefs.  In addition to low trust, 

the brain itself is wired for fast thinking rather than taking time to explore alternative explanations.  

Ariely introduces three decision-making errors based on our cognitive preference for decision-making 

shortcuts: 

• Conjunction Fallacy – attributing a pattern of two or more characteristics because they seem related  

• Illusory Correlations – attributing correlation where there is none 

• Hindsight Bias – in retrospect we convince ourselves that we knew something all along, when we didn’t 

Organization Implications:  Help employees slow down their thinking, support good decision-making and 

critical thinking skills. Create psychological safety; fear locks beliefs in place.  
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Part V: Social Elements and the Story of Tribalism 

Chapter 9 – Ostracism, Belonging, and the Social Attraction of Misbelief 

As social beings who need community for survival, humans naturally feel pressure to conform with those 

around us. Communities provide validation, identity, and meaning, making agreed-upon beliefs socially 

rewarding. Social pain shares a common neuroanatomical basis with physical pain (p. 231). When people 

feel ostracized, teased, marginalized from their social groups, they feel the need for relief at the same level 

as needing relief from physical pain. Leaving the belief can mean losing relationships, status or purpose.   

When a social group welcomes us, encourages us, supports us, praises and respects us, we are pulled in and 

commit to this group.  This social glue explains why misbelief persists even when individuals privately doubt it.  

Once people join a group, the social pressure leads to more agreement, which leads to more exposure to the 

group’s opinion, which cements more agreement, and the belief is maintained.  

Organization Implications:  Informal networks often build and sustain meanings that are different from the 

official messaging.  

 

Chapter 10 – The Social Accelerator 

Group dynamics intensify beliefs through repetition, shared language, and mutual reinforcement. Over time, 

the belief becomes normalized and increasingly resistant to challenge.  Ariely shared the story of one of his 

attackers (see personal story shared in Demonized chapter) who contracted Covid-19 and died; while in the 

hospital he created a new and more elaborate narrative to explain his illness to retain his belief that Covid-

19 was a hoax. Again, Ariely emphasizes that most people are victim to these group dynamics: “We see a 

piece of information that comes from the other political side, and we immediately assume not only that it’s 

wrong but that it’s designed to deliberately hurt us and our side…I hope that in our own lives, each of us can 

strive to rein in our tribalism and partisan impulses. I have no doubt that if more of us did so, we’d also make 

an impact on the issues of misinformation, misbelief, and social cohesion.” (p. 259-60) 

Organization Implications: “Beliefs reinforce community and community reinforces beliefs.” (p. 267) 

Organizations that discourage dissent can accelerate misbelief; cultures that encourage openness, critical 

thinking, and psychological safety can encourage the correction of misbeliefs.  

 

Part VI: Misbelief, Trust, and the Story of Our Future 

Chapter 11 – Can We Afford to Trust Again—and Can We Afford Not To? 

Ariely argues that declining trust in institutions is one of the strongest predictors of misbelief adoption. When 

trust erodes, people reinterpret information through suspicion and seek alternative authorities. Rebuilding trust 

is slow but essential to reversing the funnel.  

Ariely examines the cost/benefit of trusting when misplaced trust can hurt us. He attempts to quantify the costs 

of trusting when he was in fact hurt (financially, emotionally, reputationally) and the overwhelming benefits he 

has experienced in trusting others, benefits which he found were often hidden and overlooked but much 

greater than the tangible costs he could quantify.   
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Organization Implications:  Credibility and transparency become strategic—not just ethical—imperatives.

 

Chapter 12 – Why Superman Gives Me Hope:  A Final Word (Not Really) 

“And hopefully by understanding the deeper psychology that underlies the issue of misbelief, we can begin to 

find ways to bridge the gaps and work together.  In the end, despite being demonized, I was able to 

humanize, understand to some degree, and empathize with the people who demonized me. And that alone 

gives me reason to be optimistic.” (p. 289) 

 

This is my own compilation created after reading the book and examining my personal notes: 

Tips to Combat Misbelief in Others: 

• Don’t counteract with more information because their misbelief is a reaction to an emotion, not lack of 

information. 

• Be curious – engage misbelievers in how they came to their beliefs. 

• Empathize with misbelievers’ emotions. 

• Understand the mechanisms that misinformation creators utilize – activating emotions, using outrageous 

terms, employing anecdotes and stories. 

• Create psychological safety for openness and learning; fear locks beliefs in place and generates 

even further misbelief. 

Tips to Combat Misbelief in Oneself: 

• Argue the other side of what you believe. 

• Research theories that dispel your belief. 

• Be open and curious to others’ perspectives. 

• Understand the mechanisms that misinformation creators utilize (see above). 

• Rein in our own tribalism where we seek to confirm our social groups’ beliefs. 

• Recognize your own levels of stress or emotion and your social identity; find instances where your 

cognitive function may be protecting your emotions at the expense of misbelief. 
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