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NEWS › UK

People are quick to believe the worst when they are
stressed – study
Stress can make us jump to undesirable conclusions, new research suggests.

People jump to the worst conclusion quicker when stressed – study (Dominic Lipinski/PA) / PA Archive

P
By Nina Massey |

eople are quicker to jump to the worst conclusion when they are stressed, new
research suggests.
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A new study indicates that when under stress people reach undesirable conclusions
based on weaker evidence than when they are relaxed.

The findings suggest that stress can make people more likely to conclude the worst
scenario is true.

“Our research suggests that under stress, people
weight each piece of evidence that supports
undesirable conclusions more than when they are
relaxed”

Senior author Professor Tali Sharot, UCL Psychology and Language Sciences and Max
Planck UCL Centre for Computational Psychiatry and Ageing Research, said: “Many of
the most significant choices you will make, from financial decisions to medical and
professional ones, will happen while you feel stressed.
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“Often these decisions require you to first gather information and weigh the evidence.

“For example, you may consult multiple physicians before deciding on a best course of
medical treatment.

https://www.standard.co.uk/news/uk/england-travellers-people-europe-france-b948126.html
https://www.standard.co.uk/news/uk/england-travellers-people-europe-france-b948126.html
https://www.standard.co.uk/news/uk/boris-johnson-sajid-javid-daily-mail-government-health-secretary-b948124.html
https://www.standard.co.uk/news/uk/boris-johnson-sajid-javid-daily-mail-government-health-secretary-b948124.html
https://www.standard.co.uk/news/uk/river-thames-duncan-scott-tokyo-james-guy-people-b948041.html
https://www.standard.co.uk/news/uk/river-thames-duncan-scott-tokyo-james-guy-people-b948041.html
https://www.standard.co.uk/reveller/be-at-one-bar-summer-cocktails-5-reasons-b938445.html
https://www.standard.co.uk/reveller/be-at-one-bar-summer-cocktails-5-reasons-b938445.html


29/7/2021 People are quick to believe the worst when they are stressed – study | Evening Standard

https://www.standard.co.uk/news/uk/people-b948131.html 3/6

“We wanted to find out: does feeling stressed change how you process and use the
information you gather?

“Our research suggests that under stress, people weigh each piece of evidence that
supports undesirable conclusions more than when they are relaxed.

“In contrast, how they weigh evidence that supports desirable conclusions is not
affected by stress.

“As a result, people are more likely to conclude the worst is true when they are
stressed.”

The small study saw 91 volunteers play a categorisation game, in which they could
gather as much evidence as they wanted to decide whether they were in a desirable
environment (associated with rewards) or an undesirable environment (associated with
losses).
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The participants were incentivised for accuracy.

Before playing the game, 40 of them were told they had to give a public speech, which
would be judged by a panel of experts, prompting them to feel stressed and anxious.

UCL researchers found that under stress, the volunteers needed weaker evidence to
reach the conclusion of being in the undesirable environment.

But the stress did not change the strength of the evidence needed to reach the
conclusion they were in the desirable environment, the study found.

Lead author, PhD student Laura Globig, UCL Psychology & Language Sciences and Max
Planck UCL Centre for Computational Psychiatry and Ageing Research, said: “We
usually think of stressful situations as a hindrance to our decision-making process.

“But the pattern of learning we have uncovered may counterintuitively be adaptive,
because negative beliefs may drive people to be extra cautious when in threatening
environments.”

The study, published in the Journal of Neuroscience, was funded by Wellcome, and
involved researchers at UCL, the University of Tübingen, the Max Planck Institute for
Biological Cybernetics, and Yale University.
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