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Avoid the Semmelweis reflex

In the 1840s, a young obstetrician in Vienna named Semmelweis noticed that doctors who performed
autopsies and then delivered babies had a high rate of disease among the children they delivered (known
as childbed fever). So he made the audacious and until then, unheard of, suggestion that doctors wash
their hands between doing an autopsy and delivering a baby. He recommended that they wash in a
solution of chlorinated lime, which apparently solved the problem; there were fewer cases of childbed
fever.
Sadly and incredulously, instead of being praised for his life-saving solution, he was ostracized from the
medical community because at that point in history, there was no germ theory; scientists had not made the
connection between microscopic germs and illness; science doubted that the unseen could be a cause of
death.
Psychologists have coined a term to describe the tendency to ignore information simply because it does
not fit within one’s worldview: the Semmelweiss reflex, or Semmelweis effect. Daniel Kahneman calls it
theory-induced blindness—an adherence to a belief about how the world works that prevents you from
seeing how the world really works.
It’s an interesting anecdote from history but let’s try to apply the lesson to our lives so we can avoid the
tendency to reject new evidence or new knowledge simply because it contradicts established norms,
beliefs, or paradigms.
In our society:
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to accept global warming even though 97% of scientists agree that global
temperatures have increased during the past 100 years; 84% say they personally believe humaninduced warming is occurring; and 74% agree that “currently available scientific evidence”
substantiates its occurrence.
Managers have been slow to accept the fact that the “carrot and stick” approach to motivation
(rewards and punishment) doesn’t work in the modern workplace; employees are motivated by
autonomy, purpose, and mastery. [Not convinced? See Daniel Pink’s terrific book, Drive]
People spend billions of dollars on the latest weight-loss craze, sadly ignoring the factual approach
to weight-loss: calories in/calories out.
Despite the fact that there is absolutely no scientific evidence that biorhythm works, millions of
dollars are still spent on this movement every year.
Neurolinguistic programming for education still has its adherents despite the scientific evidence
declaring it a ruse.

We suffer from the Semmelweis reflex every time we refuse to accept facts and instead rely on our
prejudice or unfounded convictions. Daniel Patrick Moynihan famously said, “Everyone is entitled to his
own opinion, but not his own facts,” but sometimes we think our opinions are tantamount to facts.
They are not.
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