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Introduction: The world’s most famous fly


The natural habitat of the world’s most famous fly is Amsterdam Schiphol Airport. Male travellers may have seen it many times, whereas women may pass through blissfully unaware, as you won’t find this fly buzzing around in the air, or mounted in a glass cabinet, but in the urinals. That’s right, we’re talking about one of those painted flies in the gents’. The little fly first appeared in the airport in the early 1990s, but the idea wasn’t altogether new. In Stratford-upon-Avon you can admire urinals with bees painted onto them dating back to around 1880, exemplifying typical British humour, as the Latin for bee, apis, sounds rather like what you’d use the urinal for. In the 1950s the Dutch army similarly had urinals with a little target inside. The fly in the airport toilet serves the same purpose: it gets men to aim more accurately, which doesn’t happen otherwise – especially with jetlag, in transit – requiring cleaners to come and go with mops and buckets, in turn raising costs for the airport and inconveniencing flustered travellers faced with a closed toilet. The little fly gives men something to aim at, and it works, reducing ‘splashback’, the technical term for what ends up on the bathroom floor, by 50 percent. The cleaning costs also dropped substantially.1, fn1 That’s why this insect has been emulated worldwide, and in other forms too, from a little goal net to competitive digital games. In Iceland after the banking crisis you could even aim at the faces of bankers.


Nevertheless the fly is far more famous in a field completely separate from hygiene: that of the behavioural sciences. Such a simple fake fly defies every classic ‘rule’ of behavioural change. Since the ancient Greeks and Romans, those rules have read roughly as follows: if you want to change someone’s behaviour, you offer well chosen, clearly worded and carefully structured information and arguments (logos); you package these in an emotionally convincing manner (pathos); and you explain what makes you a credible messenger (ethos). It sounds as if it might work, and sometimes it does, but often it doesn’t. No matter how clearly you explain to people that smoking is unhealthy – no matter which celebrity, scientist or influencer tells the story, or how moving, urgent or funny the commercials may be – a great many smokers continue to smoke. Behavioural change is a massive challenge.


A secret steer


The fact that it’s so difficult to adjust behaviour is a serious problem, because whether you stop to think about it or not, we all try to do it, generally without dishonest or malicious intent. The truth is, humans are herd animals through and through; we need each other to achieve anything. So we have to ensure that colleagues work well together, citizens stick to the rules and customers buy things. It’s the dentist’s job to make sure you floss, the fundraiser’s to persuade you to support the good cause and the DJ’s to get you to throw your arms in the air on the dance floor. People have to spur each other into action. But how do you achieve that when arguments and information aren’t working? Threats? Coercion? Such methods might be appropriate for the army and the police, but not so much for selling shampoo. Bribery, then, with gifts, discounts and bonuses? They sometimes work, but often they’re counterproductive (a matter we’ll return to in detail later), and then you’re left picking up the – devalued – pieces.


So what’s the solution? That’s where behavioural scientists, like Eva, come into play, along with advertising creatives, like Tim. They see that, oddly enough, that silly little fly really is effective. No stick or carrot, and yet that coveted behavioural change materialises.fn2 So how does it work? The fly in the pot is often cited as the textbook example of a nudge, made famous by Nobel Prize winner Richard Thaler. Loosely defined, it’s a small change in the environment that makes the desired behaviour easier, more fun or the obvious choice. Aiming at the fly is not the result of a conscious thought process, but seems to follow ‘naturally’.


It’s really not so exceptional when you think about it. In fact, your behaviour is being secretly nudged everywhere all the time, often by things so ordinary you never even stop to think about them. In the shops you take the familiar brand within easy reach. You book the holiday destination with guaranteed warm weather and head for the restaurant where you see the most people sitting. In the supermarket you start out sticking to the plan with lettuce and tomato, but you sneak a last-minute chocolate bar into the trolley when you reach the checkout. You’re willing to pay a bit extra for a T-shirt from your favourite brand. And on your way home you’ll take a detour to come in at just over 10,000 steps. It all seems so normal, but in all those cases your behaviour is influenced by something you barely notice. When something apparently small has a big effect on people’s actions, we call it the housefly effect, inspired by that fly in the toilet, but also by the butterfly effect [image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly., end of image description]. You know, that butterfly flapping its wings in Florence and setting off a chain reaction that culminates in a tornado in Texas. It’s reassuring to know that the housefly effect is far more predictable, which means you can learn to recognise it, sometimes avoid it and often deploy it in a targeted fashion.


What we mean by houseflies and housefly effects


It’s worth noting here that a housefly isn’t some complicated mechanism in your brain (although it does start there). It’s simply something researchers see happen in the world. For instance, when the arrows on traffic signs point upwards, there are fewer traffic jams than when they point downwards. When you give that fish a different name, people suddenly eat far more of it! What all these cases have in common is that something small has a huge effect on behaviour. In this book we call that small ‘something’ the housefly. So the fact that students borrow far less money when you remove a little asterisk on a website is a housefly effect. We call the asterisk itself the fly. Often such effects have been extensively researched by behavioural scientists and have received their own labels. In such cases we mention the names, as they help spread the story. Instead of saying we should ‘do something different from the competition to stand out’, advertising expert Tim says we should ‘use the Von Restorff effect’. Sounds good, right? And behavioural scientist Eva would probably struggle to convince policy makers when saying that ‘people like doing nothing’, but gets a more positive reception for ‘inertia causes people to be drawn to the default option’. In short, if you find the terms useful or fun, then hang on to them. We’ve indicated them with a little fly [image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly., end of image description], so you can locate them easily in the text. They can also be found in the glossary at the back.


Houseflies come in all shapes and sizes, and we’ll introduce you to a great many of them in this book, from the sneaky houseflies used by the supermarkets to fill your basket, to the kind houseflies that get you to drive more safely or help you live a healthier life. We show you which houseflies you’re better off avoiding due to their association with politicians, pickup artists and casinos, and which flies you can use to get your friends to come to your favourite restaurant, or your child to clear their plate. All the while we’ll be using these effects on you as well, as you read this book. We’ll (mostly) give you due notice. What do you think of the effect effect [image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly., end of image description], for example? This housefly effect amounts to people finding something more interesting if you call it an effect. That’s right: the title of this book isn’t a complete coincidence.


But first this


In this book we’ll be sharing a whole load of scientific insights with you, and we’ll do our best to share responsibly and in manageable chunks. We want to inspire you and set you alight with our fascination for human behaviour and the science behind it. In order to do that, we sometimes have to simplify things. Not too much, but enough to make the book useful and readable. We do so consciously, although we occasionally have qualms when there’s so much more to say! Still, we always do so with the best of intentions. 


So if you know your way around the subject matter and feel we’ve oversimplified things, you’re probably right. Don’t take what we say about the brain, for instance, as a starting point for brain surgery, but you can rely on it in general, everyday situations. Keep a few things in mind. We live in the golden age of behavioural science and new discoveries are constantly being made. Sometimes it’s out with the old, in with the new. No doubt we’ll need to adjust things in future editions. More importantly, behavioural sciences work differently from the laws of physics. The earth revolves around the sun, but not all the time? Nonsense. But such statements are commonplace in behavioural sciences: people want both to belong and to stand out, like familiarity and novelty, love to be given a choice but hate choosing. Behaviour depends on the environment, as do housefly effects. So always give them a whirl in the laboratory. In the absence of a lab, find a small, dark corner, release the fly, and watch to see if something happens that’s different from other dark corners without houseflies. Finally watch out for the golden hammer effect [image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly., end of image description]: becoming so excited about a solution that you think it’s best for every problem. A housefly is no panacea. They are fascinating, useful, dangerous, funny and sometimes stunningly effective. So if you’re sitting comfortably, then we’ll begin.




What happens in Vegas also happens at home


Welcome to the Housefly Capital of the World: Las Vegas. This is where we’ll introduce you to the seven housefly families, as in Las Vegas you find the cleverest operators of self-deception [image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly wearing sunglasses., end of image description], the best illusionists in the world. They’re on stage, but there are even more of them behind the scenes in the casinos. Your brain tells you that you have a talent for the games, that you’re often lucky, that you know when to stop, that you really won’t be influenced by all those tricks. When you’ve read our first chapter, you’ll know better. First you’re obliged to exchange your money for chips. That’s not for security, but because it’s convenient [image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly sitting on a chair., end of image description], and with a chip like that you don’t feel the payment pain [image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly with a plaster on its back., end of image description] associated with real money. All around you, you can see people striking it lucky [image: Start of image description, A drawing of two houseflies., end of image description], because the more prominently a slot machine is positioned, the more often it delivers a (modest) prize.fn3 Once inside, your perception of time [image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly checking its watch., end of image description] is instantly messed up to ensure that you continue playing and spending money. The architects have intentionally designed a maze where even after several days you still can’t find the quickest route to the exit. The thick carpet slows your pace, and there’s no clock in sight, other than the Swiss watches in the expensive shops where winners squander their gains. ‘Daylight’ comes exclusively from the painted blue sky above Paris, Venice or whichever other place in the world has been modelled to scale. Illuminated displays [image: Start of image description, A drawing of a dancing housefly wearing a disco suit., end of image description]count down to yet another jackpot. The flickering lamps, the constant buzz of the machines, the small pay-outs along the way [image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly with dollar signs in its eyes., end of image description] – they all give you the feeling that you could win if only you played a little bit longer.


Many a tourist flees Las Vegas after a few days, overstimulated and gasping for peace and nature. Tim sees this city as the ultimate natural phenomenon and takes great pleasure in a week’s housefly safari (without gambling himself, please note). Those who stay longer or live there, however, often get into trouble. It’s not only casinos; shops, petrol stations and even the airport are teeming with temptations to gamble. The result is hordes of local gambling addicts who keep telling themselves that the next game will make all the difference. These houseflies are like a biblical plague that no one can escape. Shouldn’t the government protect that poor population against this?fn4


Well, that’s America. Readers from elsewhere might feel that such excesses don’t occur in their neck of the woods. We’re a level-headed lot, so we tend not to deceive ourselves, and we certainly don’t deceive others. Right? Hmm. Just go to a large furniture store, the kind where you have to assemble your bookcase or bed yourself. It’s pretty difficult to walk through quickly, with those confusing routes. And do you see daylight there? Yes, at the till, when they’d like you to hurry up… What about the supermarket, your favourite (web) shop or that nice restaurant? What happens in Las Vegas is just as common at home. Even in your daily life, there are all kinds of parties trying to influence you, and their most important accomplice is your own brain.









[image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly wearing sunglasses captioned Musca deceptionis. Three labels emerge from the drawing. The first has a drawing of a magnifying glass captioned M.d. vanitatis. The second has a drawing of a pill captioned M.d. placebo. The third has has a drawing of a hand pointing to the right captioned M.d. attributionis., end of image description]









   

Chapter 1


Our deceptive brain



Musca deceptionis or ‘self-deception’ fly


Subspecies: M.d. vanitatis (self-overestimation), M.d. placebo, M.d. attributionis (attribution error). This species of fly is barely visible to the human eye and virtually ineradicable. It crops up as a forerunner to other fly species: where Musca deceptionis emerges, others soon follow.


Application and management: in small numbers, just leave them to fly around, as they can also have positive consequences; in cases of sudden substantial growth, hold up a mirror. In a work environment it is recommended that M.d. vanitatis be cautiously encouraged.


 


 


 


 














 


 


 


 


[image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly wearing sunglasses., end of image description]id you know that there are six different versions of The Housefly Effect, each with a different cover? Take a look what colour cover you have, because it says a lot about your personality. People who chose the orange edition are rather unique. On the one hand, they can be very extrovert and open. Orange is associated with expression and emotion. On the other hand, they can also be very introvert and ‘live inside their own head’. The plain look of the cover appeals to this side of you. The combination of these two sides makes you really special. And it just so happens that for people like you we have an extremely promising investment opportunity!


Okay, of course you could tell something was up and you’re quite right. There’s actually only one cover in the shops.fn1 But did you recognise something of yourself in the psychological profile we sketched? It’s nothing to be ashamed of. It was inspired by a classic housefly effect known as the Forer effect [image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly., end of image description]. This is not so much a single effect as a series of statements that people think apply to them, but not to most other people. Soothsayers and palm readers were already using this trick far back in the last century, and in this day and age social media sites are full of posts along the lines of ‘Like this if you’re an introvert AND an extrovert!’fn2


Despite our explanation, you’re still thinking: that may be so, but I happen to be one of those people who really are an introvert and an extrovert. Without wishing to sell your unique personality short, we human beings don’t know ourselves as well as we think. The most effective houseflies make use of that. They hitch rides on the illusions, blind spots and shortcuts your brain has constructed in this area. So in order to understand those houseflies and to recognise them, you first need to view yourself differently.


Self-preservation versus self-knowledge


Are you a unique person who always makes conscious and well-considered choices based on facts? Or are your choices also the result of evolution, your genes, the situation and your environment? It’s not one or the other; it’s a combination. Music is a good analogy. Music arises when rhythm, melody, harmony and timbre come together. In the same way, behaviour arises from the confluence of biology, culture, circumstances and personality. The connection between them is therefore complicated. A lack of nutrients in the womb, for instance, can affect the function of a gene, which increases the chance of your reacting in a certain way in certain circumstances later in life. The implication is that people only have limited control over their behaviour. That’s not the way it feels, though. War, exploitation, pollution, polarisation in society: sometimes the solution seems so simple. If we all just stopped… Unfortunately fMRI and EEG scans reveal all kinds of things inside the brain, but they don’t show a reset button. However enlightened you may be, you can’t turn your back on 300 million years of evolution. That’s how deep-rooted matters such as tribalism, self-preservation and short-term thinking are. At best we can learn to be smarter in our management of the nice and not so nice sides of our behavioural repertoire. That process certainly doesn’t always arise in a rational manner.


Classical economists worked on the assumption that human beings weigh up advantages and disadvantages to come to a decision. Looking at the choices people actually make, modern behavioural economists have come to a more nuanced view. Sure, your brain is constantly predicting and balancing the pros and cons of different options. When it comes to the crunch, though, the ‘logic’ used is of a different, primal kind. Do you leap straight into action without stopping to think? That may not make you management material in the modern business world, but on the steppe it might have saved the lives of your early ancestors. So you retain the impulse to make the snap decision that will ensure the survival of your genes here and now. That often runs counter to the demands of modern life, such as attentively comparing mortgage terms and choosing one that hurts slightly more now, but which you’ll be glad of in thirty years’ time. In short, those who consider themselves rational may be mistaken. But then the same goes for those who think they’re sociable, loving or intuitive. The key lesson is not that humans are ‘irrational’, but that you can’t trust introspection. We don’t know ourselves nearly as well as we think.





The power of overestimating ourselves [image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly wearing sunglasses., end of image description]



Our lack of self-knowledge is revealed by the extent to which we overestimate ourselves. On balance, drivers consider themselves above average. Mathematically that’s improbable, but apparently it feels that way, and this is something relatively objective: you know how many years you’ve built up on your no-claims bonus. For unmeasurable matters such as intuition and realism, people wildly overestimate themselves. Who doesn’t have a high opinion of their own intuition or see their own viewpoints as realistic? We constantly overestimate ourselves. That might be a bit confrontational to read, but it helps us see ourselves for who we are. This is one of the things that make us human and, as we’ll see later in this book, there are benefits to doing so. It only becomes problematic when it leads to poor choices.


A famous example of one such bad choice took place in Pittsburgh on 19 April 1995.1 That day a man called McArthur Wheeler robbed two banks, not a clever thing to do in any case, but Wheeler decided to ‘disguise’ himself using lemon juice. That’s to say, Wheeler knew lemon juice could be used as invisible ink (fun for kids: hold it over a radiator for a moment and it becomes visible), so he assumed he could also use it to make his face invisible to security cameras. According to the police, the man wasn’t under the influence of drink or drugs. The story inspired professor of psychology David Dunning and student Justin Kruger to research what really lies behind such choices. This brought them to a much-vaunted housefly effect: the Dunning–Kruger effect [image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly., end of image description].




This effect comes down to the following: those who know a little bit about a subject tend to substantially overestimate their own expertise. In part this is because they make decisions faster based on different memory processes.2 You see it in every layer of society. Builders believe they could run the financial sector better and aren’t shy about sharing this view on social media. The top manager is sure he can do his own renovation and ends up on DIY SOS. Not to mention the fashion model who after a few hours’ research thinks she knows where medical science has gone wrong. The fascinating thing about this effect is that things also go awry higher up the learning curve. When you know more about a subject, you begin to see how much you still don’t know. Every new piece of information adds to your ifs and buts: this doesn’t always apply, further research is needed, that claim’s not so robust… You end up drowning in nuance and become so reticent that you say nothing, leaving the first group, those who know little and are full of self-confidence, to gain the upper hand. Thus the naïve talk-show viewer is suddenly left listening to the soap actor’s vision of a sustainable energy transition, honestly believing that his spur-of-the-moment opinion is as valuable as the advice of a scientific committee. Have you convinced yourself? The answer is surprisingly often yes.


The problem with overestimating yourself is that your intuition doesn’t warn you when you’re doing it. After all, it’s intuition itself that has become derailed. That makes us vulnerable to tricks by illusionists and crooks; you can feel that you’ll see which cup has the ball under it. Notably, it’s often the highly educated who fall for scams,3 making enormous bank transfers to fictitious internet lovers. They’re extremely knowledgeable within their own subject area, and their overestimation of themselves leads them to assume that they will exhibit above average intelligence in other walks of life too: someone as clever as me would notice if it were fake. There’s a good reason such scams are known as ‘confidence tricks’; the scammer is playing with your (self-)confidence.


How should you deal with this? At the very least, never assume that you of all people are that exception who will win the game or receive that large sum from a Nigerian prince. If in doubt, ask the opinion of others, as we tend to overestimate one another rather less than ourselves.




Made for self-preservation, not self-knowledge


So your brain often plays tricks on you. But why? Is there something wrong with you? Your brain evolved to show you the most useful version of reality, which isn’t the same as the most accurate one. Your brain makes decisions and has a press officer (the ‘conscious’ part) which defends those decisions against the outside world.4 In any society you need certain traits to belong. A healthy dose of self-confidence, but also sufficient modesty. Reliability, of course, and, depending on your age, status, gender and culture, a certain propensity to be tough or caring. Such traits are difficult to fake in the long term: even the best actors sometimes fall out of their role. The smartest approach for your brain is therefore simply to allow your internal press officer to believe that you’re put together a certain way. That maximises the chances of others believing it too.fn3 This is the power of self-deception. The most dangerous demagogues and cult leaders have such sacrosanct faith in their story that they almost seem to bewitch others with it.


This is another way to look at the ‘little voice’ in your head, your internal monologue. One theory is that it arose as a preparation for possible conversations.5, fn4 If you secretly take one apple too many out of the communal basket, your brain will already be warming up for the discussion to follow: ‘I’m extra hungry because I’ve worked so hard.’ Gradually that little voice expanded to a long narrative about what you’re like as a person, embellishing your strengths and placing your weaknesses in a positive light.fn5 Such evolutionary explanations, however convincing, are hard to prove, but we like the idea that what we humans experience as our Self may have evolved as a trick to avoid nagging. One thing is certain: your consciousness doesn’t know that much of how your brain works. And yes, that applies when the little voice in your head says, I recognise all this in my boss, colleague, mother or brother… but not in myself. So take that voice with a large pinch of salt. For enthusiasts there are entire meditative practices that can help you with this.




Try this at home


A party game. Give your housemates, colleagues or friends a pen and piece of paper. Ask them to estimate their own contribution, as a percentage, to a shared project: the housework, organising the annual office outing or how often someone is the designated driver. Depending on the size of the group, the sum of these numbers tends towards 150 percent. Essentially each person overestimates their contribution to the whole. 


Discuss it between you and after fifteen minutes or so, pose the same question again; most people will adjust their own contribution down a little, but the total will still be well over 100 percent.





Our insight into ourselves therefore leaves something to be desired and we systematically overestimate ourselves. But who is the beneficiary of that rose-tinted self-image? Ourselves or the outside world? Economists Joël van de Weele and Peter Schwardmann have researched this topic.6 The question they sought to answer was: do we simply like our positive self-image, despite the fact that we are sometimes confronted with the harsh light of reality? Or do we engage in self-deception because overestimating ourselves is useful in the outside world?


Firstly the researchers showed that people generally overestimate themselves when it’s convenient. Participants in the study had to do an intelligence test first and then indicate how they thought they’d scored. Like the drivers, the majority estimated themselves above average. They then received the results, but these were intentionally not entirely correct in some cases. Some participants received overly positive feedback: yes, you had a higher than average score! Those people were then better at convincing others of their intelligence than those with the same score who had received negative feedback. It even seemed as if people were implicitly aware of this, as those who knew they would subsequently have to convince another person of their cleverness estimated themselves somewhat higher in the first place.fn6


The key conclusion is that people overestimate themselves even more in social situations than in other contexts, and that it’s useful too. Bluffing is something you do for others!7




The law of Temptation Island


So the situation we find ourselves in affects our behaviour, but surely personality is the decisive factor? Many people think so. That certainly goes for the participants of one of our favourite scientific experiments: Temptation Island, a reality TV series in which couples are exposed to temptations. Beforehand the participants feel sure they’ll stay faithful, because that’s how they are, but once in the villa the world suddenly looks completely different. Heat, sun, alcohol, luxury… there are so many flies on that island. Virtually irresistible, it turns out. Context always wins out.


You may not be into reality TV full of dubious seducers and seductresses, but be honest: do you sometimes take risks on holiday that you wouldn’t take at home? Well, you wouldn’t be the only one. Tim once worked on government travel safety campaigns. They were supposed to dissuade citizens who obediently follow the Highway Code at home from getting behind the wheel of their holiday rental cars while drunk. Different context, different behaviour. What else is new? Of course you behave differently in the gym from in church, with your partner as opposed to with your boss, in the school playground compared with in a nightclub. Everyone knows that, yet we tend to keep on underestimating the influence of the situation.


The same goes for healthy resolutions, such as stopping smoking, drinking less or exercising more. People tend to rely on willpower, on personality alone, but if you recognise the influence of circumstances, you’ll know that it can be much more effective to change those. Free will may in fact mean the freedom to influence your environment. You could avoid having crisps in the house, for instance, instead of trying to resist them with an iron will. Those genuinely wishing to stay faithful to their partners will travel as a couple to a nice hotel. It may not be a luxury villa, but at least it’s an environment conducive to quality couple time.




The player got played?


After the 2016 American elections there was a great deal of fuss about the company Cambridge Analytica, which was thought to have used illegally gathered Facebook data to target people, based on their psychological characteristics. Everyone was then shown precisely the reason for voting for Trump that best fitted their profile. Anxious personalities were told, ‘Don’t let America down!’ Open personalities received ‘Discover America’s future!’ Meanwhile, former employees have taken to the lecture circuit to explain how it’s done. The company uses Facebook data to divide people according to the ‘Big 5’ personality traits model, one of the few classifications that many psychologists believe holds water.8 With a few thousand users’ likes, the system would be better at predicting their psychological test result than their own partner. It would then send them adverts specifically targeted at them. Scientists were curious whether those claims stood up. And yes, they saw that an advert that fitted a person’s psychological profile really did increase their intention to vote for a particular candidate.9


There are doubts as to how much this affects actual behaviour. Trump’s social media expert Brad Parscale, in any case, distanced himself from these practices in subsequent elections, not because they were unethical (note, this is Trump’s social media expert we’re talking about), but because he felt that they weren’t effective enough. During the 2021 Dutch elections, the conservative party, the CDA, poured limitless resources into social media advertising and really went for it, but the intended effect eluded them. Perhaps Cambridge Analytica doesn’t so much fool voters as it does its own unscrupulous clients.







You see what suits you


In one case people do see the influence of circumstances very clearly: when they’ve done something wrong. Anyone who has made a mistake, broken someone’s trust, failed to keep a promise, suddenly has no trouble whatsoever recognising the influence of circumstances. In fact, the circumstances are the standard excuse: ‘This isn’t who I really am, I got caught up in it all.’ This is a familiar pattern: the fundamental attribution error.


Ask a successful entrepreneur about the secret of his success and he will generally say something like, ‘I’m a naturally hard worker.’ So it’s their personality that determines their behaviour! But when the same person has to apologise for a slip, do they say, ‘I’m naturally the kind of person who unreasonably insists on getting his own way’? No, then the answer is usually more along these lines: ‘I was going through a difficult period and did things in the moment that I would never normally do.’ The outside world, funnily enough, sees things precisely the other way around. ‘He’s had a lot of luck in his career, but now he’s revealed his true colours.’ If you run a red light, it’s a one-off emergency measure because, for reasons completely beyond your control, you’re late for a very important appointment. But what are your thoughts on a stranger you see driving through a red light for no apparent reason? This fundamental attribution error [image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly., end of image description] is hard to avoid, but at least you now know not to take life lessons from the autobiographies of successful people too seriously. And that you sometimes have to bite your tongue before you offer an extremely one-sided explanation for your success or failure.


Well, we aren’t as clever as we think, don’t listen to feedback and ascribe strokes of luck to our own talent. But at least we’re honest about it, right? Alas, your integrity is also determined by the situation. In a podcast10 Dan Ariely, one of the most prominent researchers on self-deception, gives an example of how honesty and self-deception are points on a slippery slope:


‘I have a disability, but it’s not particularly severe. I was standing with a friend in a long queue for the check-in desk and asked him to get me a wheelchair. It wasn’t strictly necessary, but we were soon checked in. Okay, I cheated. I was sitting there in that wheelchair, so my friend had to push me to my place and to the toilet. But I was sitting in seat D37 or thereabouts, so I didn’t drink anything the entire flight. Afterwards, completely in character and extremely frustrated, I complained to the airline that it’s degrading how they treat people in wheelchairs.’


Ariely doesn’t tell this rather cringeworthy anecdote just to entertain. He uses it to reveal the core of self-deception: that lying, like boasting, works best when you believe it yourself. This brings him to a slippery slope. He can ‘sell’ this deception to his self-image because he really is slightly disabled. In doing so, he suggests that your self-image, and whether you’re capable of maintaining it, is a determining factor in how you behave. And here they are again, those buzzing flies. People straightforwardly avoid situations where a donation is requested. If there’s someone with a collection bucket outside the supermarket, everyone simply walks past. But in an experiment, when people saw that the collector made eye contact and spoke to passers-by, almost one in three took a different exit.11 You don’t like to see yourself as someone who says no to a good cause.


Does this ring a bell? Or do you not really believe that the environment and your self-image are crucial to your behaviour? Fair enough – people may actively12 choose to deceive themselves.13, fn7




The housefly that works without doing anything


There are all sorts of strange things for sale on Amazon, but our favourite is the product Zeebo. Its slogan: ‘Pure honest placebo for immediate effect.’ These are authentic placebo pills, available without prescription, for ‘symptom relief, concentration, clarity, energy, calm’. Should you doubt their efficacy, check out satisfied customer Oshe, who gives the product four stars and a glowing review: ‘Really good placebo pills [...] does what it’s supposed to do.’


Placebos  [image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly wearing sunglasses., end of image description] are a special category of self-deception houseflies. You’ll be familiar with them from the medical world, where they’re primarily used in tests to compare the effect of real medicine with the reaction to a fake pill. You probably also know that placebos can sometimes be beneficial. The body anticipates the effect so well that patients really do experience less pain or more energy. The placebo effect has been around for some time. Thomas Jefferson wrote in 1807 that a doctor friend had had great success with drops of coloured water. During World War II medics used placebos when the real medicines ran out, sometimes to astonishing effect.


Obviously an amputated leg won’t suddenly grow back after taking a dummy pill, but pain, stress and listlessness can genuinely be alleviated. There are various ways of creating an even more effective placebo: make it big or expensive, get people to rub it in carefully, inject it or even apply it via a surgical non-intervention. Cut open, sew up and done. A white placebo works better for headaches, a red one gives patients more energy. People also report greater benefits when there are more side effects listed in the information leaflet. The downside is the nocebo effect [image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly., end of image description], which arises when people receive a placebo and experience the side effects of the real medicine. In fact, even if people know they’re receiving a placebo, they still experience better results than those who don’t take anything. How meta can you get? Your brain anticipates a placebo effect and creates that experience!


Now we’re not expecting you to rush to Amazon and buy a box of Zeebo. Still, there’s a good chance you experience placebo effects in your daily life, without even thinking about it. Imagine the following scenario. Two colleagues are together in the office. One feels a bit chilly and turns the thermostat up, after which the other feels a little on the warm side. There’s some further fiddling with the settings and irritated words are exchanged, but eventually they arrive at a temperature they both find acceptable: the ideal working climate. ‘HANDS OFF!’ they write on a Post-it note. Do you have colleagues like this, or do you do this yourself? Never take that thermostat box off the wall, because there may be nothing behind it. You’re the ‘victim’ of a placebo button. They’re more common than you might think. In America journalists asked air-conditioning professionals if they had ever installed placebo buttons: of the seventy-one who responded, fifty said yes.fn8 And what about the ‘close door’ button in the lift: does it really close the door? Or would it have closed anyway? What about pedestrian crossings? The city of New York, for example, has 3,250 buttons on lights at pedestrian crossings, 2,500 of which do absolutely nothing. At least from a technical point of view. What they do achieve is to give people the feeling that they have some influence on their waiting time at the stop light – making them less likely to recklessly throw themselves under a taxi.


Because that’s the remarkable thing about this category of housefly effects: placebos don’t do anything, but they do work.fn9




A noticeable effect


Not technically a placebo, but this is a related phenomenon: the houseflies that have no effect but give the impression of having one. In his memoir, advertising legend Jerry Della Femina recalls an innovative product that failed: an antibacterial facial cleanser that didn’t sting. After a while it became clear that users actually welcomed the stinging sensation on their skin: they wanted to feel that it was doing something. Nowadays product developers routinely take this into account. For instance they make toothpaste tingle in your mouth more than is necessary, and lots of cough syrup tastes worse than required so it seems medicinal. A famous example in marketing circles is that Coca-Cola Light, ever popular with female customers, is intentionally given a more dilute flavour than its manlier counterpart Coca-Cola Zero. Consumer panels revealed that women like to be able to taste the fact that they have renounced sugar and are on the right track. In the technological world there’s less attention to such effects. For instance, Microsoft removed the save button from Word for the web, because any changes are saved automatically. In doing so, however, they forgot the emotional contribution of that button: reassurance and a sense of satisfaction in getting something done.







You feel better in a Peugeot


Brands are in some sense the ultimate placebos. When you get people to taste blind, the best-selling cola turns out not to be judged the tastiest.fn10 Show the brand and suddenly people honestly prefer the number one. Lager drinkers often don’t even recognise their favourite brand in blind tests. A special category here is high-end audio. Twenty-four-carat-gold plugs, speaker cables that cost more than a new family car. Enthusiasts swear that they can hear a big difference as soon as anything changes. We recently heard on the grapevine of someone whose music no longer sounded good after the switch to green energy! You can feel it coming: blind tests find little or no evidence for this. The cheap cable from the discount basket near the till sounds just as good.fn11 Yet enthusiasts experience immense enjoyment outside these tests, thanks to their extremely expensive stereo systems. A pricey housefly, but hey, if you can afford it and enjoy it, why not? But if we were you, we wouldn’t take out a loan for it. If in doubt, do a blind test.


Besides avoiding placebo effects, you can also use them in your daily life. That certainly doesn’t require a trip to the doctor. Take Michelin-starred chefs, for example, because they have an excellent understanding of this housefly. From the stylish reception area to the story about the Tibetan monastery that inspired some finicky molecular process and, of course, the star that the restaurant so proudly displays: before you’ve tasted a single bite, your brain already knows it. This is going to involve refined, layered, surprising flavours. In the battle for the stars, chefs go ever further. How about headphones to play you precisely the right soundtrack for your poached oyster? Of course people like you don’t fall for tricks like that. But that oyster was heavenly! So if you serve your guests cheap plonk from a chic bottle, they will genuinely taste fine wine.fn12 Brain research shows that the idea that wine is expensive really does affect the degree of enjoyment.14 This effect extends beyond ‘talking yourself into it’; the stimulus is fake, but the experience is authentic. So put your toddler’s carrots in colourful fast-food packaging and she really will find them tastier.




What you don’t know…


A nice scientific term for self-deception is ‘strategic ignorance’. Do people consciously turn a blind eye to undesirable information? In order to find out, scientists developed a simple experiment. Participants were offered a meal and allowed to choose whether they wanted to see how many calories it contained. The result: as many as 46 percent left the envelope with that information closed. They apparently preferred to savour their food without feeling guilty. And self-deception – sorry, strategic ignorance – doesn’t stop there. When the scientists asked (other) people what they would do in this case, only 19 percent said they would leave the envelope untouched. So we even deceive ourselves as to the extent to which we deceive ourselves.15


(By the way, have you seen the documentary Cowspiracy, about the shocking land and water usage involved in meat consumption? It’s very convincing – you’ll never want meat again after watching it. The link is below).16, fn13





Your brain as an accomplice


You’re onto the fact that your brain often plays tricks on you. Does this mean you won’t fall for it any more? Have you now attained a higher state of consciousness?


Sadly, being aware of a glitch in your brain won’t automatically enable you to avoid it. The best illustration of this is optical illusions. However often you say to yourself that the lines in the next image are the same length, you keep on seeing them differently. This realisation is fundamental to the rest of this book, because it’s precisely this automatic, inevitable self-deception that makes your brain sensitive to housefly effects.


[image: Start of image description, Two vertical arrows next to each other. The arrow on the left has inward facing chevrons, while the arrow on the right has outward facing chevrons, creating an optical illusion that the arrow on the left is longer than the one on the right., end of image description]




Yes, you know they’re the same length, but do you actually see it that way?




Try this at home


Do your children leave food on their plates? Use the Delboeuf illusion [image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly., end of image description]. Instead of giving them a little children’s plate, give them the biggest plate you have in the house. The same portion of food then looks a good deal more manageable. If you double the size of the plate, 41 percent more gets eaten.17 The opposite works too: that’s why all-you-can-eat restaurants have those silly little plates.


[image: Start of image description, Two identically sized black filled circles next to each other, each surrounded by a hollow circle. The hollow circle on the left is significantly larger than the one on the right, creating more negative space between the two circles on the left than the two circles on the right., end of image description]


The Delboeuf illusion. The black circles on the left and right are the same size, yet the portion on the left looks considerably more manageable.





Your very own brain is the secret accomplice of all kinds of parties who wish to steer your behaviour in some way. Again, optical illusions help us illustrate this. Think of traffic. How do you get people to drive more slowly? With signs, fines, cameras and campaigns? That’s one way of doing things. Or you could use optical narrowing. Your brain fools you into thinking the road is narrower. It’s not, but you slow down just in case. The same happens with a 3D zebra crossing, which, owing to clever paintwork, looks like it’s hovering above the road. Your brain shows you an obstacle, your foot goes to the brake. This dirty trick is also applied in hospitality. The same quantity of drink looks much more generous in a narrower glass with a thicker bottom. Your brain sees a fuller glass and accepts that it costs more. 


It follows from this that you can also deploy your brain as an accomplice in your own plans: buy smaller plates and you really will eat less. For the most cunning houseflies of this variety you need to go to Walt Disney World. Some buildings here have half floors to create a targeted false perspective, so that the street appears longer and more imposing than it really is, culminating in that magical castle. For anyone who has driven some distance, queued in the scorching sun and spent a fortune on tickets, that view makes them feel they’ve reached the Promised Land: it was all worth it! You may have been manipulated by that clever company, but your own brain was complicit at the very least.


[image: Start of image description, A zebra crossing painted to appear 3D and floating., end of image description]




You slow down more readily for a ‘floating’ zebra crossing than for a sign.




Try this at home


Fill in the gaps in the words below.





	DEER

	FINGERS





	H_ND

	H_ND







When you fill in the examples above, do you read HIND followed by HAND? The context determines your expectation, your brain fills in the rest. In other words, ‘deer’ and ‘fingers’ steered you in a particular mental direction, an example of priming [image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly., end of image description].





Priming alert!


When attending a drinks reception, never hold a cold drink in your right hand! Those who offer a warm handshake are perceived as warmer people. Print your CV on heavy paper and the recruitment committee will see you as a more serious candidate. When a Mars landing appears in the news, more Mars bars are sold. These are all appealing examples, of course. But beware, priming research is not uncontroversial. Some notable experiments were done with very few participants and, when repeated, they sometimes give different results. It seems fair to say that the researchers jumped to conclusions. The stories about subliminal advertising (involving brief hidden messages in films to make viewers rush for the popcorn) may well leave you reeling. The original tests certainly led to massive societal outcry: this kind of brainwashing had to be banned. A few years later, however, it emerged that those tests had been faked, a scam to sell that type of advert. But before you breathe a sigh of relief: in 2006 researchers at Utrecht University tried it out for real,18 with some genuine success – in a laboratory setting – influencing behaviour with quick, flashing images. A British attempt to replicate this outside the lab, however, came to nothing. In short, priming exists, but we don’t yet understand enough about precisely how and when it works. For now, therefore, we’d say, don’t attach overly weighty conclusions to such studies.


But in this chapter you have discovered that your brain evolved to deceive you. In part that’s down to ‘shortcuts’; your brain draws conclusions that often apply, but not always (think of the optical illusions). A big part of self-deception is down to the press officer in your brain, who often causes you to overestimate yourself: think of all those above-average drivers, of the Forer effect and the Dunning–Kruger effect. You’ve seen how you tell yourself that you deserve your success, whereas you blame your failures on circumstances, and how you perceive the precise opposite when it comes to others: the fundamental attribution error. You’ve discovered that placebos occur not only in medical experiments but also in your work, in the lift and at the dining table. And you’ve read how organisations and companies take advantage of all that, enlisting your deceptive brain as an accomplice.


Now you may be looking around you suspiciously and swiping at the imaginary flies circling around your head. They’re everywhere! But relax, sometimes you can avoid them. Other times you can even use them to your advantage – preferably in a responsible manner. And if those tactics don’t work, you can at least recognise them and smile to yourself. In the next chapter we’ll tell you how to go about doing all that. Trust us. We’d never deceive you, right?







[image: Start of image description, A drawing of a housefly sitting on a chair captioned Musca inertiae. Four labels emerge from the drawing. The first has a drawing of a checklist captioned M.i. optionis. The second has a drawing of a check mark within a circle captioned M.i. default. The third has a drawing of two arrows forming a circle pointing in an anti-clockwise direction captioned M.i. habitus. The fourth has a drawing of a square, a circle, and a triangle captioned M.i. simplicitatis., end of image description]
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