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RealityReality
Astrology hAs no genuine power
Astrology provided some people the illusion that events could be 
explained and predicted. As a result, some gained a perception of 
control and comfort. However, having believed in it for a thousand 
years, findings from science, especially astronomy, quickly took 
away astrology’s validity. People like Copernicus, Kepler, and 
Galileo destroyed the legitimacy of astrology, especially by 
pointing out that the earth revolves in space. As far back as 1975 
a statement deflating any authenticity astrology had was signed 
by 192 leading scientists, including 19 Nobel peace prize winners.

is Astrology A greAt teetering 
monument to humAn gullibility?
The initial appeal of astrology was because it tried to explain the 
unknown and it provided some meaning for life. However, you 
would think today it would have lost its’ support, as researchers have 
clearly proven it to have no predictive ability. For instance, researchers 
assessing 3,074 young Austrian men with a personality inventory 
discovered no relationship between personality and astrological sign. 
Likewise, other researchers have found no relationship between 
passing an exam and astrology (but exam scores were related to finishing high school and regularly using a computer). 
And researchers at Leicester General Hospital, testing the astrological belief that people born Librans were more likely 
to have kidney disease, found no relationship between renal disease and astrology with 360 consecutive nephrology 
in-patients (only 30 Librans had renal disease compared with 44 individuals born in the Gemini astrological period). 
Suggestions as to why people still believe in astrology in the twenty-first century vary. Some suggest that humans 
are disposed towards magical thinking. Others suggest we need protection for the public against such charlatanism, 
fraud, and quackery. And Shawn Carlson goes so far as to suggest, “Despite the many claims of its practitioners 
and followers, extensive investigation has revealed astrology to be a great teetering monument to human gullibility.”

Focusing on placebos
is not the key to happiness!
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The belief in something false can nevertheless 
be beneficial. Placebos are any interventions 

that research shows have no therapeutic benefit, 
but an individual thinks they are identical to an 

intervention that has been proven to have a genuine 
impact. Examples of placebos include the classic 

placebo pill, placebo beverages (such as placebo 
caffeine and placebo alcohol), a sham acupuncture 

needle, sham bronchoconstrictor (inhaled saline), 
placebo ultrasound, and placebo surgery (skin incisions 
and simulated débridement without arthroscopy). 
Typically an individual is given a non-effective 
intervention, such as a sugar pill, and told that it will 
improve their condition or in other cases that it may 
improve their condition. As a result, the individual may 
believe the intervention will work and that sometimes 

causes a therapeutic gain, known as the placebo effect. For 
instance, researchers surgically removed the impacted 
lower third molars of 150 patients. Afterwards, some 
patients were given therapeutic ultrasound, some given 
“mock” ultrasound, and some received no intervention. 
The researchers noted that facial swelling, pain, 
trismus, and serum C-reactive protein levels were 

all significantly reduced in both the therapeutic 
ultrasound group and the “mock” ultrasound group 

compared with the untreated control group.
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Simply stated, placebos can be benef icial .  A major reason why such benef its occur is because 
the individual i s  operating with an optimistic point of view. Optimism is ver y power f ul. 
Those who have an expectation that good things will  happen in the f uture are more likely than 
those who don’t to have a thriving lifestyle with physical ,  psychological,  and social benef its.

p l A c e b o s  A r e  
b e n e f i c i A l
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use techniques thAt hAve genuine power, As 
shown by reseArch, And not just plAcebos
Placebos can be beneficial. However, the power of a placebo comes solely from the individual 
believing it will work. Research shows that you will be better off participating in activities that 
have power greater than that of a placebo. In this way, not only do you gain from the placebo effect, 
but you also gain from the power of the actual activity. Exercise, meditation, and social support 
are some of the many activities that you can partake in that not only offer you the opportunity 
to gain a placebo effect, but more importantly also have genuine power to make you happier.

l o o k  f o r  

e v i d e n c e  
r A t h e r  t h A n  

b l i n d l y  
Accept things
Knowing whether something is no 
more than a placebo involves two 
steps. First, do not blindly accept 
something just because you were told 
it. Second, look for evidence. In the 
age of the internet it is extremely easy 
to find out what science and research 
have discovered. Studies conducted 
by impartial observers, using a 
control group, random selection, and 
appropriate sample sizes, can tell you 
whether something only has a placebo 
effect or whether it has genuine power. 
Determine for yourself whether the 
research is compelling and convincing.
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h A p p i n e s s 
is good for 

y o u
Happy individuals, compared with unhappy 
individuals, are more likely to be energetic 
and participate in more activities. They are 
less likely to exaggerate criticism, are more 
likely to graduate from college, have superior 
work outcomes, and have more favourable 
supervisor evaluations as well as higher pay. 
They are also more satisf ied with their jobs, 
their social relationships, and their friends 
and social activities. Happy individuals gain 
by being more likely to be judged both as 
leading a desirable life and to be considered 
a good person who is likely to go to heaven.

Researchers randomly assigned subjects to two groups. Half the participants imagined unhappy situations, 
while the other half imagined happy situations. Everyone was then asked to list any aches and pains they were 
experiencing. Those who were asked to imagine unhappy situations recorded more aches and pains. Other 
researchers conducted a study with 238 employees working on creative projects in seven consumer products, 
high-tech, and chemical companies. Employees sent the researchers daily emails about their work. The 
researchers compiled almost 12,000 daily email journal entries and coded them for positive emotions (e.g., 
joy and love) and creativity (e.g., problem resolution and innovation). They report creativity was related to 
positive emotions and employees were especially more likely to be creative if they were happy the day before.

Happy people even live longer than unhappy individuals. In 1930, 180 Catholic nuns, all aged 
22, were encouraged to write their autobiographies. More recently, researchers assessed these 
autobiographies for positive emotional words and found that the group of nuns who were in the top 
25% in terms of positive emotional content lived a median age of 93.5 years compared with those in 
the bottom 25% who only had a median life expectancy of 86.6 years. That’s 6.9 years longer! The 
researchers also noted that the group with the least positive content had more health problems.
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Happiness is  more than a placebo
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hAppiness is 
good for society
Studies show adults reading statements designed to induce happy moods or receiving cookies while 
studying in a library, and children reminiscing about mood appropriate memories, followed by talking 
about them and further reminiscing, leads them all to be more helpful. Likewise, 90 university students 
were asked to participate in a thought-listing procedure which was designed to encourage them to 
experience a feeling of happiness, guilt, or neutrality. Upon completion of their participation in the 

study, another researcher approached them and asked them to volunteer 
their time donating blood for the university. The students who used 

the happy thought-listing procedure were more likely to donate 
blood than those in the neutral condition. Other researchers 

asked university students, dressed casually like other university 
students, and chosen because of their neutral attractiveness, 

to walk separately down stairwells and look into the eyes of 
the first 20- to 50-year old adult who was also using the 

stairs. If the gaze was returned, the student smiled at the 
adult and then looked away. The student was instructed 

not to smile at the next person. A second student had 
been instructed to simulate difficulty carrying items 
and “accidentally” drop some onto the ground once 
the adult came within two meters. Then avoiding 

eye contact they bent down to collect their items. 
An observer located nearby assessed whether 
the adult helped the student. This procedure 
was repeated 100 times with eight different 
students. Adults who had received a smile 
from the first student, compared with those 

who did not, were found to be more 
likely to help the second student.
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Focusing on placebos and being gullible 
are not keys to happiness –

instead, participating in activities 
that not only offer a placebo effect,

but also have genuine power 
to make you happier

will result in you 
(e.g., better health),
and society gaining 
(e.g., more caring)!


