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MR-04 Belief Formation

The Seed in the Garden

When Samuel was a boy, his grandfather gave him a small seed and placed it gently in his palm.
“This,” his grandfather said, “is a strong tree.” Samuel looked at the seed. It was small, dry, and
unremarkable. But he believed him. He planted it in the garden behind the house, pressing it carefully
into the dark soil. He did not question whether it would grow. He simply assumed that it would.

Weeks passed, and a small green shoot appeared. Samuel felt a quiet satisfaction. The seed had
been what his grandfather said it was. He watered it regularly, protected it from frost, and watched it
grow. Over the years, the shoot became a sapling, then a young tree, and eventually a large and
familiar presence in the garden. It became part of the landscape. He stopped thinking of it as
something that had been planted. It simply was.

Many years later, long after his grandfather was gone, Samuel sat beneath the tree’s broad branches
and noticed something he had never paid attention to before. A small, weathered tag was partly
hidden by the bark. Curious, he leaned closer and brushed away the dirt. There were faint words
written on it — not “strong tree,” but something else. A different name. He frowned. For the first time,
he realised something surprising. He had never known what kind of tree it truly was. He had only
known what he had been told, and he had never thought to question it.

The tree had grown because he had cared for it, because he had believed in it, because he had
accepted it without hesitation on the day it was given to him. He sat there for a long time, looking up
into its branches. It was still real, still solid, still part of his world. But now he understood something
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he had not understood before. Every tree begins as a seed. And every belief begins the same way —
not as something proven, but as something planted.

Formal Description

Belief Formation is the cognitive process by which propositions encountered through experience,
communication, or instruction are accepted, rejected, or integrated into an individual’s belief
system. Empirical research indicates that belief formation is not a neutral or sequential process but
one in which propositions are automatically accepted as true by default, with rejection or revision
requiring subsequent cognitive effort. This process is shaped by attentional capacity, cognitive load,
existing schemata, emotional state, and motivational pressures.

Plain English Explanation

Belief formation is how ideas get into your head and start guiding how you think and act.

Crucially, the mind does not wait to check an idea before accepting it. Instead, when we hear or read
something, we usually take it in as true first and only question it later — if we have the time, energy,
and motivation to do so. This makes everyday thinking fast and efficient, but it also makes us
vulnerable to false, misleading, or biased information.

Once a belief is formed, it tends to become part of a wider mental framework, which makes it harder
to remove or revise later.

Encountered Proposition

Automatic Acceptance

Coherent with Existing
Schemata (Y/N)?

Accepted into Schemata
with Revision

Accepted into Schemata

Delayed Evaluation

Consciously Rejected
(Effortful)

Example 1 - Everyday Life

Someone reads online: “This supplement improves memory.”

The claim is accepted automatically. Later evaluation may never occur, especially if the claim aligns
with existing hopes or needs. The belief may persist even if contradictory evidence is later
encountered.
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Example 2 - Professional Context

A junior employee hears: “This is how things are done here.”

The belief is accepted as a working assumption and integrated into organisational schemata.
Questioning it later may feel risky or disloyal, reinforcing unexamined practices.

Provenance and Links
Key theoretical and empirical foundations:
e Automatic belief acceptance:
Philosophical origins in Spinoza’s account of cognition, empirically supported by
experimental psychology showing that rejection of false propositions requires cognitive effort
(Gilbert, Tafarodi & Malone).
e Cognitive load effects:
Research demonstrating that distraction, stress, or divided attention increases belief
persistence and error.
e Schema theory:
Bartlett’s work on memory and schemata shows how new beliefs are integrated into existing
frameworks rather than evaluated in isolation.
e Developmental psychology:
Piaget’s work on cognitive development illustrates how belief formation changes as
schemata become more complex and entrenched.
Links to other Knowledge Objects:
e Needs-Driven Belief
e Motivational Reflexivity
e Schemata
e Cognitive Dissonance

Exercise: Tracking a Belief’s Entry Point
1. ldentify a belief you currently hold with confidence.
2. Ask:
o When did I first encounter this idea?
o Who or what presented it to me?
3. Reflect:
o Didlevaluate it at the time, or accept it automatically?
o What made it feel credible?
4. Write one sentence beginning with:
o “This belief entered my thinking because...”
This exercise is not about judging the belief, but about noticing how beliefs take root.
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