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PROLOGUE

The Arrival of the Mystery Box


A FEDEX PACKAGE awaited me in the mailroom. Nothing much distinguished the box from other boxes. It was your standard box, brown and about the size of a shoebox, but squarer. What made this delivery different was the unusual set of instructions that came with it. I was not to open it until given permission to do so. Just in case I was in doubt, the words DO NOT OPEN were boldly inscribed in black ink across the top flap. According to instructions left on my voicemail, at a prearranged time I was to videotape myself opening the package. So at 3:00 P.M. the next day I took the box to a small room equipped with a video camera. Once inside, I pointed the camera to the spot where I would be standing and switched it on. I moved into view of the camera lens and pulled a small scrap of paper from my pocket. There was a number scribbled on the paper. I punched it into my cell phone.

“This is Dr. Gosling. I’d like to speak to Gary.”

“I’ll put you through.”

A click. Then a pause.

“Gary speaking.”

“It’s Sam here. I’m ready.”

“Go ahead and open it up.”

Free at last to exercise my Pandoran urges, I slit the box open. “Inside you will see some things belonging to one person,” said Gary. “They’re all taken from that person’s bathroom.” (I noticed he was  careful not to say his or her). “Take the objects out one by one,” he continued, “and tell me what they say about the owner.”

As I removed the objects, I turned each one over in my hands. A small tube of skin cream, a CD, slightly scratched, of dance music, a brown plastic hair brush, and a Polaroid photo of the owner’s sink area. As I inspected each item for clues I narrated my reasoning to the camera. “Well, the brush is quite large, probably belonging to a man.” My theory was supported by the Polaroid photo, which showed a sink area with the surrounding surfaces generally devoid of sweet-smelling stuff and with levels of grime and (dis)organization more likely to be associated with males than females. I noted that the hairs trapped on the brush were short, straight, and dark. Perhaps the person was Asian or Hispanic. The photo showed that the door on the bathroom vanity wasn’t closed properly and the hairdryer cord was hanging out; the tube of skin cream had been squeezed in the middle, not from the end, and some crusty residue was stuck to the cap. The CD was a compilation of house music, a genre stereotypically associated with gay clubs. Combine that with the evidence that the person is concerned with his (I’m now pretty sure the owner is a male) appearance and a coherent picture begins to emerge.

After a few minutes, Gary asked: “So, what can you tell me about the owner of these items?” On the basis of what I’d inspected, I said I believed the owner was an Asian male in his mid to late twenties and that he was quite possibly gay. I had underestimated his age by a few years—he was in his early thirties—but I was right about the rest. Gary seemed pleased.

What was going on here? What was I doing talking to this faceless voice under such strange circumstances?

The mysterious caller was a television producer planning a new reality series that would deal with the familiar, almost irresistible, human urge to snoop. If you’re anything like me, you do more than passively observe the surroundings when you enter someone’s living  space for the first time. I find it hard not to look around and collect, filter, and process information about the occupant. Would I be so kind as to excuse the host while she goes to the bathroom? Absolutely! She’s gone. Right. Hightail it over to the bookcase. Scan the books. A guidebook to budget travel in Madagascar. A tiny gift edition of Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own. Interesting. Now the photos. Hmm, all but one show my host with a big group of friends, and each picture projects an image of drunken hilarity. No time to dwell, I just heard the toilet flush and there are still the CDs, the trash basket, and that pile of junk on the windowsill. And all this is before I’ve had a chance to look through her medicine cabinet

... I mean, kindly be excused to powder my nose. (Medicine cabinets are such quintessential snooping sites that I’ve often thought it would be fun to surprise guests with a “visitors’ book” inside.)

The television producers were taking this common impulse to its logical endpoint: What can a physical space tell you about someone you have never met or even seen? The vision for the program—unlike MTV’s popular show Room Raiders—included a role for an expert who would provide insight into the snooping process.

Why were the producers talking to me? I am a professor of psychology at the University of Texas, and I specialize in the study of personality differences and how people form impressions of others in daily life. My research focuses on the same question driving the television program: how people’s possessions can tell us even more about their personalities than face-to-face meetings or, sometimes, what their best friends say about them. Indeed, my first study on this topic, which I conducted when I was still a graduate student at UC Berkeley, was the scientific equivalent of what the producers had in mind for their show. The study examined what observers could learn about men and women they had never met purely on the basis of snooping around their bedrooms.

The “bedroom study,” as it came to be called, yielded fascinating findings in its own right (more about these later), and, to my surprise,  the research and the ideas underlying it sparked significant interest beyond the halls of academe. Although other psychologists have looked at personality impressions based on small snippets of information, like video clips or short interactions, no one had examined rooms before. And no one had come up with such a rich bounty of information. The media reported our results with obvious glee. They gave their stories headlines such as “Object Lessons,” “Behind Enemy Lines,” and “Room with a Cue.”

I continued my research in graduate school and have developed it further since taking up my post at the University of Texas in 1999. My graduate students and I have conducted many studies on personality in everyday life: We’ve peeked under beds and peered into closets; we’ve riffled through music collections; we’ve scrutinized Facebook profiles. We’ve visited eighty-three dorm rooms and nearly a hundred offices in banks, real estate firms, business schools, advertising agencies, and architecture studios. And we’ve examined how people reveal their personalities in such ordinary contexts as their Web pages, their books, the words they use in casual conversation, and where they live.

In the years we’ve been doing this research my teammates and I have learned how people form impressions of others based on their stuff, and we have trained our eyes to exploit clues that will tell us what a person is really like. Did the Virginia Woolf volume mean that my friend was an ardent feminist? Or perhaps the book was merely one of many she was assigned for a course on British literature? Did the photos of drunken hilarity mean she was using alcohol as an escape? Or was she just a party girl? Some ten years into the research, we’d assembled an enormous amount of information showing how people portray and betray their personalities.

So perhaps the television people were on the mark. Maybe I could say something useful about this topic.
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Two weeks after the arrival of the box, I found myself in Los Angeles. We were to shoot a pilot episode the next day. As I stood on Hollywood Boulevard in front of Mann’s Chinese Theater and stared down at the famous footprints on the sidewalk, I thought about how I could contribute to the program. I hoped I would be able to explain the different ways people leave behavioral footprints in the places they occupy. I hoped I would be able to guide the contestants away from common errors of judgment such as jumping to conclusions on the basis of only one clue or being misled by the things that tend to grab your attention. And I hoped to do this without oversimplifying the science underlying my research.

As I mulled these questions over in my mind I began to realize that there was no single source that brought together all the different strands of snooping research. So, soon after my Los Angeles adventure, as I returned to Texas to continue my work, I began formulating my plans for this book.

The task facing me in my research—and thus here in Snoop—is not much different from the task we all face as we attempt to make sense of the social worlds in which we live; that is, we draw meaning from artifacts. Of course, we usually don’t realize that we’re doing this because we do it unconsciously and with great ease. When you first meet someone, you don’t notice that you’re forming an impression by integrating information—from his shaved head or the maps on his living room wall, from the first words that pop out of his mouth or the firmness of his handshake. But underlying the apparent ease with which we paint these portraits is a set of complex mental processes that have only recently been systematically investigated.

And sometimes these processes go awry. For example, our dorm-room snoopers were pretty good at judging students’ political values just by glancing around their living spaces. But they were far from perfect judges. They correctly used obvious cues such as explicit political décor—bumper stickers, posters of political icons such as Malcolm X, Che Guevara, or Ronald Reagan. But there were clues that  they shouldn’t have used but did, and clues that they should have used but didn’t. In our studies, judges used the presence of art and books on art to infer that occupants leaned to the Left. But despite what you might think, these things bore no relation to political affiliation. What did give clues to (conservative) political leanings, though, was sports-related décor, a clue that our judges completely overlooked. This tells us that although common sense often gets it right, it can also lead us in the wrong direction. And without learning about the studies we can never know whether we’re using the kind of common sense that’s useful or misleading.

What’s more, our common sense can fool us into thinking that the results of studies merely confirm what we already know. I was struck by this 20/20 hindsight bias during a recent presentation. Before I begin a talk I usually ask my audience to guess what the bedroom studies showed. This turns out to be difficult to do. Few people are able to predict that attractiveness is easy to pick up in bedrooms but that nervousness is tougher to crack. On this particular occasion I made the mistake of unveiling the findings without asking the audience to guess in advance. And this time, something different happened: the attendees did not seem at all surprised by the results. Thus, I learned once again that just because something makes sense after the fact doesn’t mean it was obvious all along. In the chapters that follow, I’ll show you how snooping can shed new light on all these “obvious” conclusions.
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The goal of my décor-decoding research and the work of scientists who study the nature of personality itself is to create portraits of people based on the clues they leave—just as detectives and FBI pro-filers create a complete picture of someone by strategically assembling seemingly disparate information. Besides discerning the basics, such as sex and age and ethnicity—as I did with the mystery box—I will show how we can capture something about a person’s character and  personality, values and habits, hopes and dreams, just from looking closely at their rooms or offices.

One of my goals in writing this book is to share what I’ve learned about the special brand of voyeurism I’m calling snoopology and to describe how you, too, can become an expert snooper. So the next time you call on someone in his office or interview a prospective job applicant or cast your eyes around a date’s digs, you’ll know to ask yourself questions like: What does that collection of cheesy trinkets on the computer monitor say about its owner? And why are they all pointing toward the visitor’s chair? What’s the story behind those inspirational messages stuck on the mirror over the dresser? You’ll learn how to use items like these to figure out whether someone is extraverted or introverted, friendly or suspicious, conscientious or weak-willed.

You’ll also learn to be on the lookout for fake messages and how to peer behind the propaganda set up to fool you. People go to great lengths to mask their identities in person, but in a room, with its gradual build-up of clues, it’s much more difficult to fake it. And most people don’t even think about what they’re broadcasting about themselves with that pile of shoes under the desk, the wilting plant in the corner, or the small rubber chicken dangling from the lamp. Can people manage the impressions others have of them? And if they can, how often do they do it, and what clues can you use to decide whether someone is trying to pull the wool over your eyes?

You may also be interested to discover, as I was, that there’s no exact correlation between clues and their meaning. As we’ll see, a messy desk doesn’t always signal a messy mind (you’ll need more clues to draw that conclusion), and a crucifix over the mantelpiece doesn’t always mean your companion is a saint.

You can distill clues from all kinds of stuff—e-mail usernames and exercise equipment, CD collections and cars—but not all domains are created equally. If you want to learn about your date’s dependability, his music collection won’t help much; that would be a better place to find  out about his interests and values. But if it’s his political stance you’re after, you’ll figure that out within two minutes of entering his apartment—should you make it that far.

Knowing where and how to look for personality cues in other people is essential to mastering the art of snooping. But what about how others pick up on the cues you leave? Does your workspace tell your boss you deserve a promotion or does it permanently confine you to cubicle hell? Do your car radio’s pre-sets give away more than your taste in music? And why is it that dates take one look at your apartment and then promptly make their excuses and depart for good? Learning about others requires that you first understand the connections between your own personality and the space around you.

Of course, the science of snooping entails much more than simply noticing what’s on the walls or under the bed. It also demands that we combine the discoveries that psychologists have unearthed over the past decades with cutting-edge contemporary research on human behavior. In this book I will take you on a tour of that research. Together we will explore the new and notable ideas emerging from the science behind snooping.

Along the way, I’ll show how your tastes and habits provide particularly useful portals into your personality. I’ll explore what it means to know someone well—and what it takes for an aquaintance to become a friend. We’ll visit the curious habit of hoarding, the bewildering world of personal Web sites, and why stereotyping gets such bad press. Finally, I’ll share what I’ve learned about an exciting business enterprise that builds homes designed to match people’s personalities. But first we’ve got to get back to basics—we have to learn how to snoop.






ONE

Less Than Zero Acquaintance


ONE BRIGHT SEPTEMBER morning in 1960, John Steinbeck and his French poodle, Charley, embarked on a grand tour of the United States. The writer and his beloved pooch spent the next three months traveling around the country in a truck specially modified for their expedition. Together they went in search of the real America. Travels with Charley chronicles their journey.

Partway into his travels, Steinbeck arranged to take a break from the road and spend some time with his wife, who was to meet him in Chicago. He arrived early to find that his room was not ready, but the hotel was happy to accommodate his request for a place to rest and take a bath. Another guest had left early, so the hotel allowed the eminent writer to wash up and nap in the recently vacated but as yet uncleaned room. As Steinbeck undressed, he became distracted by the traces the room’s previous occupant had left behind, a man he dubbed Lonesome Harry:
An animal resting or passing by leaves crushed grass, footprints, and perhaps droppings, but a human occupying a room for one night prints his character, his biography, his recent history, and sometimes his future plans and hopes. I further believe that personality seeps into walls and is slowly released. . . . As I sat in this unmade room, Lonesome Harry began to take shape and dimension. I could feel that recently departed guest in the bits and pieces of himself he had left behind.






Steinbeck’s observation draws on an intuition that the environments people craft around themselves are rich with information about their personalities, values, and lifestyles. From some laundry receipts, an unfinished letter in the wastebasket, an empty bourbon bottle, and other assorted clues, Steinbeck pieced together a portrait of Lonesome Harry.




SPACE INVADERS

Each of us faces similar challenges every day. You piece together bits of evidence, wherever you can find them, to form coherent portraits of the characters who populate your social spheres. You draw on information from your long history with dear old friends, you make snap judgments from thin slices of behavior in brief social interactions—the so-called zero-acquaintance contexts—and, if you’re a snooper, you use clues left by people you’ve never met. You integrate new information, toss out current beliefs, and fill the gaps with new working hypotheses. But what are the mechanisms by which personality reaches out and connects to the physical world? How exactly does the self send its signals?

These were the questions driving my research when, in 1997, I assembled my first team of environmental assessors to help me develop a science of snooping. One of our goals was to explore the ways in which people have an impact on their personal spaces. What evidence of their characters do they leave behind? What elements of personality are most likely to leave traces? I also wanted to examine the judgments my assessors made on the basis of these spaces. I was not trying to improve the judging process, but to examine ordinary, everyday evaluations—the kind you and I might make, not the sort that would interest the FBI.

After much discussion with my graduate advisor, I formulated a plan. I would recruit a bunch of volunteers who, at a specified time, would vacate their rooms. While they were gone, I would send in a  team of judges to form an impression of the recently departed purely from evidence in their rooms. Next, I would send in another team of coders to assess the physical features of the space. We would also give the rooms’ occupants personality tests and collect information about them from their friends.

As an impoverished graduate student, all I could offer the volunteers as an incentive was feedback on how others viewed them on the basis of their rooms. To my surprise, almost a hundred people signed up; then, as word of the study got out, others came around, virtually begging to be included.

As soon as I set foot in the first room, I knew we were on to something. The rooms varied much more than I had expected, not only in the quantity of objects but also in the nature of the objects themselves. Some rooms contained little more than a modest bed in the corner. Others were so full of objects and so adorned with decorations that our assessors had to be careful not to crush the evidence they were there to examine. And even in the overflowing rooms there was much variation in the objects that fought for territory on the shelves, chairs, beds, floors, and windowsills.

One such room exhibited a magnificent collection of Star Wars figurines and toys, a theme echoed in the posters adorning the walls and ceiling. Winnie the Pooh and friends were featured in a surprising number of rooms. Some spaces were meticulously arranged; others suggested that the occupant was aiming for a level of organization best described as “somewhere in the room.” Some spaces were dark and stale, others light and breezy. Some were cozy, others cold.

As we examined the rooms, we began to notice their occupants’ psychological footprints and to glimpse the different ways personality is expressed. Three broad mechanisms—identity claims, feeling regulators, and behavioral residue—seemed to connect people to the spaces that surrounded them. These mechanisms stood out especially clearly in the rooms of occupants I’ll call Cindy, Duncan, and Gideon.




IDENTITY CLAIMS: CINDY’S SIGNALS

We spend many hours in our personal environments, but there is no obvious functional reason why we should decorate them. The strawberry motif on the quilt hardly guarantees sweet dreams, and the stuffed piranha on top of the computer monitor won’t help an ad writer produce snappy copy. Nonetheless, we continue to decorate our spaces, and the decorating is far from random; these changes to a space, which on a superficial level seem “non-functional,” may have a big impact on what is done there. Indeed, the results of one survey on worker comfort and engagement in the Gallup Management Journal reported that “employees working in a comfortable environment are much more likely to be engaged and to make a positive contribution to the organization’s financial success.” The survey was careful to point out that “comfort” extends well beyond physical conditions. The psychological environment that people craft is also crucial. This is certainly consistent with observations we have gathered—the extensive and persistent efforts by many of our subjects to decorate and modify their spaces strongly suggest a need to affect their psychological surroundings.

One way we make spaces our own is to adorn them with “identity claims”—posters, awards, photos, trinkets, and other mementos—that make deliberate symbolic statements. Cindy’s room was laden with such symbols. My research teammates and I noticed them even before we stepped into the room. A sorority sticker stuck to the door announced an allegiance to one group. A bumper sticker, “Be Your Own Goddess,” broadcast public self-affirmation with a feminist twist. Once across the threshold, we found more. On the dry-erase board was a quote from Nietzsche, “Where the will to power is lacking, there is decline,” and written in caps along the bottom of the board was “Think Positive!” Hanging from the wall were cheerleading pompoms.

Identity claims are either directed toward others or directed at the self, and both kinds have their own psychological functions. People use other-directed identity claims—like Cindy’s pompoms and the goddess bumper sticker—to signal how they want to be regarded. Since it is crucial that a person’s audience understand the intended message, other-directed identity claims rely on objects that have shared meanings. The bumper sticker conveys pride in Cindy’s gender and the pompoms affirm her loyalty to the university.

In workplaces, office doors (or, these days, the outside of cubicle walls) are great repositories of other-directed identity claims. Next time you’re visiting someone at work, I encourage you to cruise the corridors and trawl for the messages people are sending about themselves. Should your hallway wanderings lead you to my door, you will find a large poster produced by despair.com, a company that parodies inspirational posters promoting teamwork, trust, and other wholesome values. My poster shows a stunning photo of the Leaning Tower of Pisa set against a spectacular sunset. The message below reads: “Mediocrity. It takes a lot less time and most people won’t notice the difference until it’s too late.” I didn’t think deeply about the symbolic value of the poster when I first hung it up, but I now realize I was trying to convey an image of someone who not only has an ironic sense of humor but also has a broader distrust of facile feel-good moments.

Posters on the outside of office doors (as opposed, of course, to those hung on the inside where they face the occupant) are particularly interesting because the owners rarely see them. They are thus paragons of other-directed identity claims. As we shall see later, these statements are typically intended to convey honest messages about their owners. But they can also be strategic, even deceptive. The student who adorned his dorm room with images of such hip icons as Bruce Lee and Tupac and cult movies such as Reservoir Dogs clearly wanted his visitors to see him as “cool.” But we’d need to look further to see how cool he really is.

Your other-directed identity claims may vary, depending on whom you’re trying to influence—the things you do to impress your boss might overlap only partially with the things you would do to wow a potential mate. However, it is increasingly difficult to keep our audiences separate, as the freelance television producer Colleen Kluttz discovered. According to a story in the New York Daily News, a friend posted a picture of Kluttz on her MySpace profile showing Kluttz with half-closed eyes; the caption indicated that she had smoked an illegal substance. Although the photo and caption were a joke between two friends, there was nothing to stop prospective employers from Googling her. After losing a couple of jobs at the eleventh hour, Kluttz suspected that her professional and personal worlds had collided so she had the photo removed.

As we begin to live out more and more relationships online, it’s harder and harder to keep our various identities distinct. And it’s harder to project the approved identities only to the audience we want to target. I’m not wild about the nerdy, decidedly uncool high-school picture of me easily discoverable online by all those people who I am hoping will view me as a sophisticated, devastatingly cool international man of mystery.

In addition to making statements to others about how we would like to be regarded, we can make symbolic statements for our own benefit. These self-directed identity claims reinforce how we see ourselves. In Cindy’s room, objects on her desk included an inscribed gavel and a button expressing support for a local mayoral candidate. Their placement, right where Cindy would get to see them, suggests they were primarily there for her own benefit—reminders, perhaps, of her accomplishments on the debate team and her involvement as a volunteer during the previous local elections. Both symbols raised hypotheses about some core features of Cindy’s identity to be supported or rejected by further evidence.

Mass-produced posters are a good source of cultural symbols. A former colleague of mine displayed a small poster of Martin Luther  King, Jr., on her office wall. Like Cindy’s gavel and political buttons, MLK’s placement above my colleague’s desk was deliberate and significant. It would be easy to miss the poster because, from the visitor’s perspective, it was partially obscured by the computer monitor; but if you sat at her desk you would notice that the image was hung in a spot that didn’t even require my colleague to move her head to see her idol—a quick rightward flick of the eyes, away from the document she was reading on the computer screen, is all that was needed. The arrangement suggested to me that she used this icon of progressive thought and values to inspire and reinforce the way she viewed herself. The poster appeared to be there more for her benefit than for that of visitors.

As with many cultural icons, the meaning of MLK is reasonably clear, but identity claims directed at the self can also make use of artifacts whose meaning may be obscure to outsiders. As long as the items have personal meaning, they work. A pebble collected from a beach during a vacation in Morocco could provide someone with a connection to her Moroccan heritage. A fountain pen awarded to the occupant at her high school science fair could bolster her current identity as a chemist. Private artifacts can convey a broad message to the snooper even if the exact significance is unclear. In combination with other objects, the pebble or fountain pen could suggest that the collector is sentimental about a certain era in her life.

One simple experimental method for measuring identity—a person’s view of who he or she is—is the Twenty Statements Test, which consists of twenty lines, each beginning, “I am . . .” followed by a blank space. Participants fill in as many of the blanks as they can in twelve minutes. (Think for a moment of the kinds of things you might come up with.) Typically, people generate about seventeen responses in the allotted time. The “Twenty Answers” can vary widely and include such responses as a girl, an athlete, a blonde, married, and from Chicago. Some respondents refer to themselves simply as religious or a student; others describe themselves more specifically as  Christian, Baptist, or a poor Christian, or pre-med, studying engineering, or a pretty good student. Even this small set of responses gives us a sense of the potential range of identities that can be expressed by this method.

Photographs on display are the pictorial analogs of the “I am . . .” test because they capture a moment the person wanted to record (“Here I am being me”): “I am a freewheeling world traveler” (a picture of a grungy young man on the roof of a train as it climbs through the mountains of Rajasthan). “I am a loving daughter” (a teenager hugging her parents as she arrives home from a trip). “I am a successful student” (a young man collecting an award during a graduation ceremony).

In fact, the Twenty Statements Test has been adapted for pictorial use. Instead of filling in the blanks, people are given a camera and a twelve-exposure roll of film (this test was developed long before the advent of digital cameras) and given the following instructions: “We want you to describe to yourself how you see yourself. To do this we would like you to take (or have someone else take) twelve photographs that tell who you are. These photographs can be of anything just as long as they tell something about who you are.” This exercise mirrors closely what people do informally when they select and display photographs in their homes, offices, cars, and wallets.

Tattoos are usually regarded as classic other-directed identity claims. Not only do they proclaim a particular value or attitude or allegiance, the permanence of tattoos signals that the wearer anticipates a continued commitment to that value—you don’t tattoo yourself with a message you believe is going to be transitory; “Perot for President” is better expressed on a T-shirt or bumper sticker than inked across your forehead. But not all tattoos are for the benefit of others. Before heading to California to attend graduate school, my friend Amanda had her arm tattooed with an outline of the state of Texas. Not surprising—she had a strong allegiance to her home state. But the placement of the tattoo is what made this a striking self-directed identity claim: It was on her inner forearm and, from my perspective, it was upside down. This might seem odd until we realize that it was there to remind Amanda herself of her home state, not to signal to others where she was from. The placement meant that she could look down and think of Texas; it couldn’t have served this purpose had she put it on her biceps or shoulder blade. This example underscores the importance of paying attention to location when considering identity claims. Placement determines the psychological function that the clue serves.

Identity claims can be made on T-shirts, buttons, necklaces, nose rings, tattoos, e-mail signatures, posters, flags, bumper stickers, and just about any other space big enough to accommodate a symbol of some sort. In his book about iPods, The Perfect Thing, Steven Levy describes “wars” in which iPod wearers thrust their digital music players into one another’s faces to demonstrate how hip they are. In the 1980s, when “ghetto blasters” or “boom boxes” were de rigueur, it was easy (unavoidable, actually) to broadcast your musical tastes to others. But as headphones took these acoustic emblems off the streets and directly into our skulls, we were denied this form of expression. Although less intrusive than filling a subway car with the latest number from the Fat Boys, the screen of the iPod has rescued, at least partially, the opportunity to let others know what’s currently rocking your world.

And now we have music players that let you broadcast your musical tastes to anyone within wireless range. Although “squirting,” as it has been called, was designed to allow you to share your songs with those who have compatible players, it can also be used to check out other people’s music libraries and playlists. As we shall see in chapter 7, a glimpse of a person’s music collection can put you on the fast track to learning about his or her personality, political views, artistic tendencies, and even preferences in alcohol.

In practice, it can be hard to tell whether an identity claim is self-directed or other-directed. Displaying a poster of Martin Luther King, Jr., may simultaneously reinforce your view of yourself and  communicate your values to others, but it is useful to treat the two kinds of claims as separate because they reflect separate and distinct motivations. For example, this distinction may help us understand the difference between public and private spaces. In a home, what distinguishes the hallway, dining room, living room, and guest bathroom, which are sure to be seen by others, from spaces that require a higher security clearance, such as the bedroom, study, or private bathroom? Perhaps there is religious iconography, such as a cross or menorah, in the public places but reminders of family in the private places. Or, if the occupant is less concerned with privacy for the family and instead experiences his spiritual identity at a more private level, it could be the other way around, with the iconographic symbols hidden away and the family photos displayed for all to see.

For the snooper, it is invaluable to detect such distinctions because they hint at a potential fractionating of the self. Several years ago, my scientist friend Genevieve was in town for a conference on stem-cell research; I met up with her in a bar, where she was chatting with a fellow neurobiologist from the conference. This wasn’t my area of research and I didn’t really know anyone at the conference, so I was a little more cavalier in my choice of conversational topics than I might have been had I been politely chatting in my own professional circles. On a whim, I brought the conversation around to morality and religion, but I soon noticed that Genevieve’s colleague went strangely quiet. It then emerged that, in contrast to the vast majority of biological scientists, he was a deeply religious person but had kept his beliefs under wraps—until they were unexpectedly flushed out by the rapid turn of conversation. Given my predilection for places, I couldn’t help but imagine how this uncomfortable schism must be reflected in the physical places he occupies—I was certain there would be no sign of the forbidden beliefs in his research office or laboratory but, given how shaken he seemed by the revelation, I suspected that there would be few spiritual symbols in the public places in his home; perhaps we  would find them only in places where he felt really safe, such as his bedroom or a study.

So as a snooper you need to be on the lookout for discrepancies in the signals that people send to themselves and others. But also be ready to notice the absence of a discrepancy—the projected persona may match the occupant’s self-view—because this could reflect less of a struggle between inner and outer selves. Sometimes, a space that at first appears to be public can include private areas within it. Many offices are like this, the theater being set up with the orchestra seats on the front side of the desk, psychologically separated from the backstage area behind the desk. You can use this public/private distinction to guide your snooping for identity claims within a single space. In an office where the occupant is separated from visitors by a desk, check to see which way the items on the desk face. Do the photos of the person’s spouse and kids face him or her (“I’m so proud to be part of this fabulous family”)? Or do they face outwards, primarily for others to see? (“Look at my beautiful spouse and marvel at the fruits of my loins.”)

Another place to look for discrepancies is in the differences between front and back yards. The back yard tends to be a place to spend time and relax. The front yard is where most people make their statements to the outside world. If you want to fly a flag, it makes sense to fly it in front of the house, not at the back. Front-yard spaces, which can be seen by anyone who passes by, also provide clues to homeowners’ personality.

In a fascinating study, Carol Werner from the University of Utah and her colleagues examined how we can learn something about people’s sociability by looking at how they decorate the fronts of their houses. First, she collected photographs of houses in Salt Lake City at Christmas time (all the houses were occupied by people who celebrate Christmas). Then researchers interviewed the female heads of the households and determined their level of sociability. Photos of sixteen  houses were then given to fifty-two judges; on the basis of what they saw in the pictures, the judges rated the owners’ sociability. Of the eight houses that were decorated, four belonged to sociable residents and four to unsociable ones; of the eight that were undecorated, the split between sociable and unsociable residents was again even.

As one might expect, the judges perceived the inhabitants of the homes decked out for Christmas as more sociable than inhabitants of nondecorated homes. But the researchers also showed that homeowners can put forth an other-directed identity that’s different from a self-directed one. Among the decorated houses, the nonsociable occupants sent the strongest sociability message; this finding suggested to Werner that they were hoping the appearance of their homes, including their Christmas decorations, would project an affable image that would help them make friends in the neighborhood.

But even where there were no decorations, judges were able to identify the sociable families from their houses. The judges described the homes of social occupants as more “open” and “lived-in” compared to the homes of less sociable people, which were seen as relatively closed and abandoned (in upkeep, neatness, and attractiveness, the judges saw no differences in the homes of high and low sociable occupants). Thus, perceivers draw not only on deliberate identity statements, such as Christmas decorations, but also on inadvertent betrayals of personality, such as a “lived-in” appearance.




FEELING REGULATORS: DUNCAN’S SANCTUARY

Psychologists have long known that optimal performance is associated with an optimal level of arousal—to do something well, you must be alert and engaged but not so excited that you can’t focus on the task at hand. Moreover, there are vast differences among people in conditions that promote their optimal arousal levels. Some people work most effectively in a place that’s free of visual and auditory  stimulation—in a library or in a room that is quiet and plainly decorated. Others prefer to have things going on around them. I like to work in bustling cafés where music is playing, people are coming and going, and chitchat is all around, but I have colleagues who couldn’t even read a newspaper in such places.

Much of the stuff we gather about us and the environments we create are there not to send messages about our identities but specifically to manage our emotions and thoughts. “Feeling regulators”—family photos, keepsakes, the CDs in the stereo, even the color of the walls—can help a person reminisce about bygone happy times, focus on an important task, or get pumped up for a night on the town.

One of the spaces our team assessed, Duncan’s room, seemed crafted specifically to let him immerse himself in a vast collection of music, books, and videos and thus create a soothing ambiance for himself. It was a luxurious (at least by student standards) hideaway designed to allow him to enjoy his treasured possessions. A king-sized bed took up most of the space; it was enveloped in a generously stuffed comforter and crested at one end by a ridge of plump pillows. Facing the bed was a state-of-the-art multimedia entertainment system that consisted of a huge high-quality television and a stereo system. Speakers surrounded the room. All the wall space was occupied by bookcases laden with hundreds of videotapes, CDs, and books.

Unlike most high-tech environments, which tend to be cold and off-putting, this space was warm and inviting. The wooden bookshelves and the voluptuous bedding suggested a place you might like to stay a while and revel in the sensory experiences the room offered. All your needs would be met. Should you be watching a movie, you would have no need to torment yourself trying to recall an actor’s name or the film he appeared in with Audrey Hepburn because a collection of movie and music reference books was in easy reach (we assessed Duncan’s room long before Google and IMDB had rendered such sources nearly obsolete). Need a little more treble for that Haydn symphony? No problem. The remote was at hand. I could see that  instead of heading to the next room the judges on my team were being sucked into Duncan’s sanctuary. He had masterfully created a personal space that left clues about the type of person he is. Unlike many students who find a perverse joy in the frugal life and nurture an almost puritanical suspicion toward anything giving a whiff of self-indulgence, Duncan took pleasure in pampering himself; he could switch off from the worries of work and life—indeed, he was prepared to devote considerable effort to doing so. Some people can’t switch off or don’t want to—Duncan evidently could.

En suite bathrooms are another place to look for feeling regulators. The privacy they afford (in contrast to guest bathrooms) and the fact that they don’t have to accommodate the needs of anyone but the owner can make them into a psychological refuge. As part of a research project, my collaborators and I visited one such sanctuary. A huge, deep bathtub surrounded by candles and jars of bath salts, a deep-pile bathmat to indulge the toes, and magazines within easy reach invoked someone who wanted to leave the world behind. By providing the environmental means to pamper herself, she left clues to the psychological space she was aiming for and the means by which she hoped to arrive there. We knew that tranquility is a desirable state for her to be in, and we knew she retreated to that quiet state by stealing away to her private sanctum where the distractions of the outer world seemed far, far away (others might find their peaceful moments sitting on top of a mountain or sitting with a spouse in a street-side café in a sleepy town in Tuscany).

People also use music to manipulate and maintain their feelings and thoughts, and their choices can be a useful clue to personality. When I see a CD collection that has a preponderance of smooth jazz, it suggests to me that the owner is someone who maintains a calm demeanor; those who boast extensive collections of Stan Getz, Duke Ellington, and Billie Holiday are, on average, slightly less anxious than people who don’t like jazz. Music is a widespread and highly flexible means of manipulating how we feel. In fact, the effects of  music are so strong that they are sometimes used in psychological experiments to affect the moods of the research subjects.

There were one or two exceptions (such as jazz music) but, to our surprise, living spaces housed exceptionally few clues to how anxious people were. However, one interesting clue stood out: inspirational posters. Apparently, anxious people high on neuroticism are using the self-affirmations and inspirational messages of posters to regulate their tendency to worry about things and become blue. The posters are a visual form of self-medication.

Recently, I was reminded of the versatility of such symbols as regulators of emotions. I was invited to a university to present some of my findings, and before the talk, I had one-on-one meetings with several faculty members. One man, I’ll call him Larry, seemed a little bitter; just by chatting with him I got the message that it’s a hard life out there—you’ve got to fend for yourself because nobody else is going to watch out for you or do you any favors. So being tough on students is actually doing them a favor because they’ll learn all the sooner what a brutal place the world is. He said at one point, “You can work all you like but no one’s going to give you any prizes.”

As he continued to rant, a series of elements in his otherwise standard faculty office began to stand out as psychologically important. Of the few items hanging on Larry’s walls were several framed degrees and awards. More interesting were the novelty awards placed on bookshelves around the room—plastic trophies or small plush animals with ribbons attached declaring “World’s Best Dad” and “You Deserve a Medal.” Of course, these could all be brushed off as a bit of fun. But why was he, of all the faculty members I visited, having this particular kind of fun? The novelty awards in combination with the real awards told me that at a fundamental level Larry felt unappreciated. When one of his colleagues gets recognition, such as a pay raise or an award, I bet it bugs the heck out of him.

Most of us like to know we are appreciated, but Larry deeply needed praise from a world he saw as hard and hostile. I predicted that his  departmental head and colleagues would find that the occasional unsolicited note of appreciation for what he does and what he has accomplished would go an extraordinarily long way. His family and whoever gave him all those novelty awards have already learned that lesson.

Larry’s awards sat permanently in his office, but some forms of self-regulation are used on an as-needed basis. My colleague Bill Swann has a photo in his office of Ned Jones, a famous social psychologist, now deceased, who was Bill’s greatly admired good friend. The photo is in an unusual location—it is taped to the inside of the door of a small cupboard above Bill’s desk. The picture of Ned brings back happy memories of their friendship and inspires Bill in the work he does. But having the photo out in the open, pinned to his bulletin board, on the windowsill, or even taped to the outside of the cupboard, would be too intense. Bill wants to be able to dip into the warm feelings and memories that Ned elicits but not be swamped or constantly distracted by them. So he has devised a system that regulates the doses of Ned. Whenever Bill feels like a hit of Ned, he just opens up the cupboard and takes a look. His system tells us not only about Bill and his esteem for his friend but also about his style of regulating his emotions.




BEHAVIORAL RESIDUE: IN GIDEON’S WAKE

On opening the bedroom door of Gideon’s apartment, a visitor is faced with what can best be described as a cascade of stuff—stuff upon stuff on the desk, table, shelves, chairs, bed, and floor. A cascade of files and clothes and paper flowed into a pool of socks and towels and books and CDs. Stacks on every flat surface had collapsed.

Against one wall, a set of metal shelves was crowned with several smaller shelves. At one point long ago, the empty metal shelves must have seemed like an inviting resting place for whatever happened to be in Gideon’s hands at the time. Looking at them now, it was hard to discern any physical or thematic order. Take the stack on the second
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