Swedish
Skeptics

How Swedes were fooled by one of the biggest scientific bluffs of our
time.

January 2020, based on an article published in ‘Folkvett’ in May 2019

Dan Katz, licensed psychologist and psychotherapist, explains why Thomas Erikson’s success
with his book Surrounded by Idiots is one of the biggest pseudoscience scandals in recent
history. This version was translated in to English and edited by David Sumpter, professor of
mathematics at Uppsala University.

Over the last few years, hundreds of thousands of Swedes have spent an estimated total of
more than ten million euros on a book which many of them believed contained a scientific
account of human psychology, written by an expert in the area. The book’s success has led
many companies and other organizations to order personality tests, from a growing number
of suppliers eager to exploit the new market, and apply them on their employees.
Surrounded by Idiots has had a major impact on how Swedish people talk to each other
about psychology and discuss the behaviour of those around them. Indeed, Thomas Erikson
has undoubtedly had the greatest influence on the public’s interest in psychology in a
generation.

Unfortunately, the theory behind this book, and the various follow-ups, is no more than
pseudoscientific nonsense. And Erikson appears to lack even basic knowledge of psychology
or behavioural science. This is why we at VoF (Vetenskap och Folkbildning — the Swedish
Skeptics Society) named Thomas Erikson fraudster of the year in 2018.

Accusing an individual of being a fraud should never be done lightly. We need to be very
sure of where we stand. Here | lay out the case as to how and why Thomas Erikson books
have misled so many people...
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Suddenly you saw it everywhere. Large posters, hanging behind piled up books at the
entrance to book shops, showed images of four people, shaded red, blue, green and yellow.
You couldn’t miss them. They were especially prominent in airports, and as you boarded the
plane it wasn’t unusual to walk past rows of seated passengers, already engrossed in the
book with those four colourful figures on the front cover.

Around the same time, qualified psychologists began reporting how clients were considering
leaving their partners because, “I can’t possibly live with a yellow person”.

Or, that they had been tested at the Human Resources department only to be told they
needed to move to another team because their “colour combination” in their current team
wasn’t working.



A teenage girl comes home and tells her mother, with an air of resignation, “mum, I'm a
green.” She had been tested by her school counsellor.

In cafés the same discussions could be heard again and again “l am red and a little blue.
What colour are you? I’'m sure that you are yellow!”

Around the same time, Thomas Erikson started to appear in the media. He presented himself
as an expert in behaviour and communication, appearing in this role on the morning news at
the Swedish national TV channel, TV4. When his follow-up book, Surrounded by
Psychopaths, was published, state broadcaster, SVT, invited him on the show “Ask a Doctor”
to talk about psychopaths. A leading newspaper, Aftonbladet, gave him a weekly column
where he would answer questions about psychology. Lectures sold out across the country,
despite high ticket prices, and Erikson would use them to explain how humanity could be
divided in to red, yellow, blue and green personality types. Never before had one person had
such a big impact on the general publics’ understanding of how and why people behave the
way they do.

Psychologists were scratching their heads. How had the Swedish nation become so
infatuated with Erikson and his four colours? Some professionals recognised talk of colours
from the infamous Myers-Briggs test, administered by less-respectable management
consultants. It built on the mystical ideas of the Swiss psychoanalyst Carl Jung, active at the
start of the 20" century, whose theories are now mostly of historical interest. The theory of
Myers-Briggs was not something modern psychologists took seriously. Since the test had
been developed quite some time ago it had been the subject of extensive research and the
results had revealed serious flaws.

Despite the use of colours, it turned out that the “Surrounded by ...” books were not based
on Myers-Brigg. Instead, they built on another personality theory, the so-called DiSC model.
The most noteworthy outcome of a search through the academic literature on this model
was that, despite the fact that the test had been around for fifty years, there was in principle
no research on whether or not it worked.

To get to the bottom of Erikson’s theory of colours, and how large parts of the Swedish
population came to take it seriously, we need to look at what science can really say about
personality, what we currently know about personality tests, and the ways in which the
public and mass media can be fooled by pseudoscientific theories of personality. And we
need to take a closer look on who Thomas Erikson really is.

Personality isn’t an explanation.

Before we define personality, it is useful to explain what it isn’t. Consider a friend who does
something bad and then says, “l did it because my personality led me to do it”. In making
this argument, our friend is essentially claiming that their personality is like a Gremlin in
their head who steers their behaviour, telling them what to do. In reality, of course, the
Gremlin doesn’t exist and we don’t usually accept this argument as an excuse for bad
behaviour.



Instead of invoking Gremlins, the most reasonable and widely accepted definition of
personality is behaviour of an individual which is relatively constant over time and doesn’t
depend on context (Perugni et al, 2016). Personality isn’t a thing, like a Gremlin, it is simply a
pattern of repeatable behaviour. Using this definition, the Gremlin argument becomes
circular: if someone claims that their personality made them do something, we can simply
counter, “Well, yes, that is the definition of personality. All you are telling me is that you
behaved in the way you did because you behaved the way you did.”

The invocation of a personality Gremlin is one example of careless thinking. Other similar
mistakes are harder to spot. For example, consider a person who says, “now | understand
why | have such negative thoughts, can’t get to sleep, and have difficulty getting going...I've
got depression.” This person might believe that the explanation of her symptoms is
depression, but in fact, the diagnosis of depression is just a categorisation of exactly these
symptoms. There is no depression Gremlin, either.

Popular psychology is often apt to make this type of mistake. About ten years ago, Mia
Tornblom — a very popular Swedish motivational speaker- made a small fortune selling books
about how we can improve our self-confidence. She reasoned that that negative thoughts
arise from having a low self-confidence. But having negative thought of oneself is exactly the
definition of low self-confidence and leads to circular thinking: low self-confidence is
explained by low self-confidence.

This mistake gets worse if “low self-confidence” is turned in to a Gremlin, as Térnblom could
be said to do in her writing. She suggested that people with low self-confidence should look
in the mirror and repeat the phrase “l am fantastic” over and over again. The idea is that
doing this exercise would ‘encourage’ our self-confidence and allow us to do things, like
talking in front of an audience, that we had previously been scared to do.

For people with negative thoughts about themselves, this type of “positive affirmation” has
actually been shown to be counterproductive (Wood et al. 2009). Negative thoughts and
nervousness increase when these exercises are performed. This is a clear example of how
well-meaning advice from someone without education and experience in psychology can
lead to negative outcomes. Practicing psychologists are still asked by clients to ‘cure’ their
confidence problems in this way. If only it was as simple as repeating a mantra...

In summary, terms like “depression” or “low-self-confidence” are useful labels, but they are
not explanations. Using them as such is akin to saying that bad weather causes it to rain. So
even if we could identify people as red, blue, green and yellow types then the colours
wouldn’t explain anything.

We do have different personalities, though, don’t we?

Modern evidence-based methods in behavioural science adopt the ground principle that
people’s behaviour mainly depend on context. A child might be shy among her classmates at
school, but suddenly take a central role when surrounded by friends in her football team. An
outgoing person can quieten when he realises that no-one is paying him any attention.



These basic facts, which we are all aware of, mean that psychologists are very careful when
using the term personality.

Accepting these limitations, there have been many scientific attempts to classify different
personality types. These stretch from over two thousand years ago, when Hippocrates,
classified four types of temperament (sanguine, choleric, melancholic, and phlegmatic) to
the work of Jung at the beginning of the twentieth century. But it wasn’t until the 1980’s and
90’s and the model that is now known as “The Big Five” that these attempts became
grounded in a proper scientific framework.

The “Big Five” didn’t come from a theory but through statistical analysis of thousands of
personality questionnaires consisting of hundreds of questions. These reveal five properties
that are relatively constant over time: Openness, Consciousness, Extraversion,
Agreeableness and Neuroticism. These don’t classify people as distinct types---people can
range from being very agreeable to very disagreeable with the vast majority lying
somewhere near to the middle---and the properties are not mutually exclusive---very open
people can also be conscientious.

In summary, The Big Five is a useful way of summarizing statistical differences in human
behavior, but even the psychologists who developed these tests are very careful when
classifying people according to the big five (Sjoberg, 2010). Yes, we do have different
tendencies in how we behave, but they are only a small part of explaining who we are.

Is there a scientific basis for the colour theory in surrounded by idiots?

The back cover of Eriksons’s book claims that “using a scientific background [...] this book
gives a concrete way of understanding the most important differences between different
communication styles”. So what exactly is this supposed scientific background?

Almost the only “scientific” reference that Erikson provides in his book is from a book
written in 1928 called the Emotions of Normal People, by American psychologist William
Moulton Marston. Moulton hypothesised that our behaviour is influenced by “psychonic
energy” that is transferred through a web of nerve cells that he called “psychons”. The four
personality types (yellow, green, blue and red) arise, Marston claims, as variations between
different people in the structure of their psychonic network.

This “theory” is pure speculation on the part of Marston. There was no scientific evidence
for psychons or psychonic energy in 1928 and there is none today. At the time of
publication, the science of psychology was in its infancy and, like Hippocrates and Jung
before him, he had created a theory without proper scientific grounding. Unlike Hippocrates
and Jung though, Marston’s theory garnered little attention, and he left psychology. He later
rose to fame though when he created the comic book hero Wonder Woman!

There was however one person who followed up on Marston’s writings. In 1956 Walter Clark
decided to invent a personality test based on the four-colour model. This test was further
developed and is now called the DiSC model. It was later marketed as a tool for businesses



to understand their employees. According to the DiSC test, humanity can be divided in to
four basic types:

e Red: dominant, driven, solution focussed.

e Blue: analytic, careful, meticulous

e Green: patient, considerate, nice

o Yellow: extroverted, creative, verbal
This is all very well, but despite the fact that this test has existed for over fifty years and is
quite widely spread there is no scientific study published about it. Even according to the
test’s representative in Sweden, the Institute for personal development or IPU, no scientific
articles have been published about the test. This means we have no way of knowing if
people give consistent answers to the questions over weeks or months. Nor do we have any
way of knowing if, for example, a person who answers indicate they are red are in fact
dominant or driven.

Erikson’s description of his own results in the test are, at best, contradictory. He says
“people can be many colours!”. He later claims, without any evidence, that “80% have two
colours!”. And about himself he says, “I have three colours: red, blue and yellow!”. Given the
stated aim of the test to classify personalities such claims are bizarre. Indeed, by studying in
more detail what the colours are meant to say about a person, my colleague Urban
Fagerholm, found that Erikson must, based on his own claims, be both fast and slow in his
reactions; both maximally and minimally interested in relations; and both careful and
impulsive. Moreover, his lack of greenness implies that Erikson lacks patience, calm, stability,
kindness and many other basic characteristics!

In summary, the four-colour model is based on a theory that has no scientific basis, has been
subject to no rigorous testing and gives confusing and contradictory results. It is, quite
simply, pseudoscience.

How does a colour theory effect workplace communication and conflicts?

Erikson has repeatedly claimed that the benefit of his colour approach is that it helps us
understand ourselves and others and, as a result, improves our communication and reduces
conflicts. This is his argument as to why companies and organisations should adopt his
approach. Since there is no scientific support for the four colours, there is naturally no
support for this claim either. It is however useful to consider what might happen, based on
research, were his colour theory to be applied.

A common mistake when problems occur within an organisation is to focus on the
individuals that are involved in conflicts. In fact, since it is the context of a situation which
decides how people act, the primary concern in addressing any conflict should lie in how the
organisation works. Before an organisation consultant, brought in to resolve conflicts, looks
at individuals she should look at the structure (Olofsson & Nilsson, 2015). How are decisions
taken? And how are employees informed of decisions made? How is responsibility shared?
Which behaviour is rewarded or punished and in what ways?

It is, unfortunately, often the case that companies send ‘defective’ employees away to learn
“how to handle stress”, when in fact the stress is a completely reasonable response to the



structural problems in an organisation. This is another example of the circular argument we
described above, where the stressed employee is identified as the cause of the problem, her
mythical Gremlin is to be exorcized.

If Erikson’s personality theory did work (which it doesn’t) then it would encourage this type
of mistake: someone who acts in a certain way would be seen in terms of their colour and
the reasons for any problems would be ignored. It is difficult to imagine a more unpleasant
and unfair way of dealing with a problem than simply attributing it to the fact that the
person in the centre of a conflict “is blue”. Naturally, some problems can arise through
personal conflicts both in the workplace and within the family, but the solution is
communication between all parities, not a reliance on personality theories.

Maybe the only positive thing that can be said about Erikson’s theory is that it might help
some people realise that not everyone thinks the same way they do. Psychologists call this
“theory of mind”, an ability to change perspective, which usually develops in early
childhood. In other words, Erikson’s book might help someone with the empathetic and
intellectual level of a five-year-old.

Is Erikson an authority in behavioural science?

In the translation of his books from Swedish to other languages, Erikson is described as a
behavioural scientist. In interviews he calls himself a “behavioural expert” and “expert in
communication”.

When myself and my colleagues started this investigation, the first thing we did was try to
establish his academic and professional credentials. We contacted his company “Team
Communications” and after three emails we received an answer from Christina who first said
that she “didn’t understand” the question about his education, then later said that Thomas
Erikson would answer himself “when he has time”. An answer never came.

It turned out that Christina was in fact Erikson’s wife, which only served to increase our
interest. So, we used Ladok, the register of everyone who has studied at Swedish colleges
and university, to see if we could find the courses taken by Erikson. There was no-one with
his name and birthdate registered. In fact, Erikson’s professional background is in sales, first
for the bank Nordea and then running his own business training salespeople. It is most likely
that his only educational background is, at best, the Swedish equivalent of a high school
diploma.

According to Sune Gellberg, the owner of IPU, the organisation in Sweden which sell the
DiSC test, no qualifications are required to carry out personality tests. “I don’t know what
education our consultants have because it doesn’t matter”, he told us, “It is a computer
program that does the personality analysis and gives the consultant a report which he can go
through with the respondent.”

Not even the representative for the test thinks that knowledge of psychology is important!
Personality consultants have no education in test methodology and no knowledge of
personality theory. They just feed in numbers to a computer and have no idea what the



results mean or what their scientific value is. It is very possible that Erikson believes that the
test has scientific grounds and, given his lack of education, it is very likely that he has no idea
what it actually says.

To try to find out more, in September 2017, we went to one of Erikson’s sold out lectures at
the Rival theatre in Stockholm. The presentation was, for anyone with a basic education in
psychology, embarrassing. He started by placing Freud and Jung as the grounders of modern
psychology, a distinction that even a someone who has studied a four-week course in the
area will know is incorrect. The subject has developed greatly since the time of Freud, Jung
and comic book author, Marston.

Both in that lecture, and later in radio interviews, Erikson attempts to explain that behaviour
and personality are different. He claims that “personality lies a lot deeper”. This
presentation appears to invoke the Gremlin we met earlier, who controls who we are.
Considering that Erikson has no education at all in the behavioural sciences, this is a very
understandable mistake. But it contradicts the very logic of modern psychology, which
defines personality as repeatable behaviour. Gremlins have no scientific basis.

Did Erikson deliberately overstate his qualifications?

When faced with challenges to his work, Erikson claims that we are attempting to make out
that his readers are idiots. Nothing could be further from the truth, we believe that the
books have been falsely marketed, that readers have been misled to believe that Erikson
does has a scientific background and that his books are based on research.

Despite a lack of any qualification, Erikson describes himself as a behavioural scientist.
Before the publication of one of the first articles, in Swedish magazine Filter, questioning the
validity of the Surrounded by idiots book, Erikson e-mailed me (we both shared the same
international agent, so we had met briefly once before) and asked whether, given my own
profession as a psychologist and my position as a board member of the Swedish Skeptics
Society, | would support his claim that he was a ‘behavioural scientist’. | declined to offer
such support, despite the fact that from a legal point of view in Sweden, it is possible to call
yourself a ‘behavioural scientist” without any formal qualifications. He has just as much right
as my poodle to call himself a behavioural scientist.

Nevertheless, Erikson did tell Filter that | had had supported his right to use the title, a
falsehood that was very easily revealed by the Filter journalist who phoned me up to double
check the claim. On his homepage Erikson claimed that “in an interview with Filter | referred
to a psychologist who supported my claim [to be a behavioural scientist]”. This is simply
untrue. In the question of his qualifications, as with the reasoning within his books, Erikson
appears to fool himself in to believing that he is in the right.

Overstated qualifications aside, the question remains as why so many people bought the
book, even as suspicions were raised about its validity. Part of the explanation can lie in
genuine psychological phenomena. For example, the popularity of the book could be the
result of the “snowball” effect where people talking about the book increased interest and
others bought it because others were talking about it. Another is the “sunk cost” effect,



whereby people who have bought the book, spent time reading it and maybe telling their
friends about it, don’t want to lose face by admitting that they got it wrong.

Then comes the question of where responsibility lies. The first version of the book was
published by Hoi publishing, who help authors to self-publish. But as sales grew, it was
Forum, part of Sweden’s biggest media concern Bonnier, who won the auction to buy the
book and publish it for a wider audience. While Hoi may be forgiven for not checking the
factual basis for a book, that a large publisher like Forum could publish without factchecking
or assessing the authors background is difficult to fathom.

The same questions can be raised of TV4, SVT and Aftonbladet who used Erikson in his role
as a behavioural expert. In the case of Aftonbladet, they asked Erikson to write a column
even after the magazine Filter called in to question his expertise. When we at VoF named
Erikson’s “Fraudster of the year” it received some attention in the national press, but was
ignored by Aftonbladet. Up to that point, we can only imagine that each media outlet saw
that others, including Bonnier, had accepted the book’s validity and assumed that it was
scientifically sound.

Our society builds on trust. We assume that people who write books understand the area
they are writing about. We trust respectable book publishers. We assume newspapers
editors check facts and sources. We believe in public service television and radio.

It is here we confront the biggest problem of all. In the age when anyone can publish their
views online, the very institutions which we are meant to trust---publishers, broadcasters
and newspaper editors---have to fight harder than ever to maintain their own
trustworthiness. If they lose that trust then the very existence of democracy and the open
society is at risk. For all of us: blue, red, yellow, lilac or green.

Epilogue, January 2020.

Since this article was published in spring 2019, Erikson’s book has been sold to over 35
countries. In Norway, it was last year’s all-round bestseller. Forbes had his book on a top-ten
“must read” list. The estimated sales around the world is now 2.000.000 copies. And on
amazon.com, his publisher is still presenting him as “behavioural scientist”.
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