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Abstract

Belief constitutes a central cognitive mechanism
through which humans interpret reality, regulate
emotion, and organize behaviour. Contemporary
psychological and neuroscientific research
increasingly conceptualizes belief not as evidence of
external truth claims, but as an internally generated
representational system shaped by evolutionary
pressures, cognitive constraints, and social learning
processes. This review synthesizes findings
from cognitive psychology, neuroscience, social
psychology, and developmental science to examine
belief formation, stabilization, and revision. Emphasis
is placed on belief as a natural product of human
cognition one that fulfills adaptive, emotional, and
predictive functions, regardless of the ontological
status of its content. Neuroimaging evidence
suggests that belief persistence is closely linked to
self-referential and affective neural networks, offering
insight into why certain belief systems resist empirical
correction [1-3].
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Introduction

Belief is a pervasive feature of human mental life. It shapes
perception, memory, emotion, and action, influencing how
individuals navigate uncertainty and construct meaning.
While belief is often discussed in religious or ideological
contexts, psychological science approaches belief more
fundamentally as a cognitive mechanism that enables hu-
mans to impose coherence on an otherwise complex and
ambiguous world [4].

From a scientific standpoint, belief does not require cor-
respondence with objective reality to exert psychological
influence. Rather, its power lies in its subjective plausibili-
ty and emotional resonance. This perspective has gained
traction as cognitive and neuroscientific research increas-
ingly frames belief as a by-product of evolved mental sys-
tems designed for prediction, social cohesion, and emo-
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tional regulation rather than truth verification per se [5].

Conceptual Foundations of Belief in Psycho-
logical Science

Belief as a Cognitive Representation

In cognitive psychology, beliefs are typically defined as rel-
atively stable mental representations that individuals hold
to be true and use to guide inference and behaviour [6].
Van Leeuwen and Lombrozo argue that belief occupies
a multidimensional space, varying in flexibility, emotional
loading, and susceptibility to evidence [7]. This framework
allows belief to be studied without privileging its content,
focusing instead on its functional role within cognition.

Importantly, this approach aligns with a naturalistic under-
standing of belief: beliefs emerge from normal cognitive
operations such as categorization, pattern detection, and
causal inference processes known to operate even in the
absence of accurate external feedback [8].

Formation and Reinforcement of Beliefs

Belief formation is driven by an interaction between sen-
sory input, prior knowledge, and affective evaluation. Em-
pirical studies show that emotionally salient experiences
disproportionately influence belief acquisition, even when
such experiences lack evidentiary robustness [9]. Over
time, repetition and social reinforcement further stabilize
belief structures, making them resistant to contradiction.
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From a neurocognitive perspective, belief consolida-
tion relies on associative learning mechanisms and re-
ward-based reinforcement, suggesting that beliefs persist
not because they are true, but because they are cognitive-
ly and emotionally efficient [10].

Neurocognitive Correlates of Belief and Be-
lief Change

Neural Networks Supporting Belief Stability

Functional neuroimaging studies consistently implicate
several brain systems in belief maintenance:

Prefrontal Cortex (PFC): evaluation, justification, and nar-
rative coherence [11]

Default Mode Network (DMN): self-referential processing
and autobiographical integration [12]

Limbic structures: emotional tagging and motivational sa-
lience [13]

Heightened activation within self-referential networks has
been associated with resistance to belief change, particu-
larly when beliefs are tied to identity or existential meaning
[1]. This suggests that belief persistence may reflect psy-
chological self-protection rather than rational assessment.

Neuropsychology of Belief Revision

Belief change is cognitively demanding and neurologically
costly. Studies indicate that counterevidence alone is often
insufficient; belief revision requires disruption of emotion-
al and identity-related neural processes [14]. When belief
systems provide psychological comfort or existential co-
herence, neural mechanisms may actively inhibit updat-
ing, favoring stability over accuracy [15].

Such findings support models in which belief functions
primarily as a regulatory system rather than an epistemic
one.

Belief and Core Psychological Processes
Perception

Beliefs exert top-down influence on perception, shaping
how ambiguous stimuli are interpreted. Experimental ev-
idence demonstrates that individuals are more likely to
perceive information consistent with pre-existing beliefs,
reflecting predictive processing biases inherent in the hu-
man brain [16].

Memory

Memory is reconstructive, not archival. Beliefs influence:

Encoding: selective attention to belief-consistent informa-
tion

Retrieval: biased recall favoring coherence

Reconstruction: narrative reshaping aligned with belief
frameworks

These processes contribute to the subjective continuity of
identity, even at the expense of factual accuracy [17].

Emotional Regulation

Beliefs often function as emotional regulators, offering in-
terpretive frameworks that reduce anxiety and uncertain-
ty. While this can enhance resilience, rigid belief systems
may impair adaptive coping when they conflict with lived
experience or empirical feedback [18].

Developmental and Social Dimensions of Be-
lief

Social Transmission

Beliefs are rarely formed in isolation. Developmental psy-
chology highlights the role of authority figures, cultural nar-
ratives, and social imitation in belief acquisition [19]. Social
reinforcement increases belief confidence independently
of evidential strength, underscoring belief’s relational func-
tion.

Cognitive Flexibility and Belief Diversity

Contrary to deficit models, belief diversity reflects normal
variation in cognitive style and environmental exposure.
Cognitive flexibility the capacity to revise beliefs is asso-
ciated with executive functioning and openness to experi-
ence, traits linked to adaptive reasoning [20].

Developmental and Social Dimensions of Be-
lief
Education: Understanding belief dynamics can improve

conceptual change strategies in science education [21].

Health Psychology: The Health Belief Model demonstrates
how perceived risk and efficacy rather than objective data
drive behaviour [22].

Intergroup Relations: Belief systems shape social identity
and conflict, often operating below conscious awareness
[23].

Discussion

The evidence reviewed suggests that belief is best under-
stood as a psychologically functional system optimized for
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meaning, coherence, and emotional stability rather than
objective truth tracking. Beliefs persist when they serve
cognitive economy and emotional needs, even in the pres-
ence of disconfirming evidence.

This perspective does not negate the personal signifi-
cance of belief but situates it firmly within the architecture
of the human mind. By adopting a naturalistic framework,
psychology can explain belief phenomena without invok-
ing external metaphysical assumptions, relying instead on
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