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‘GET THE EDGE is packed with useful advice that brilliantly illustrates the power of rapid change.’

Richard Wiseman, author, 59 SECONDS


 


‘GET THE EDGE provides wonderful advice based on the wisdom of a lifetime combined with lessons firmly rooted in psychological research. This book is not only profoundly informative, but also a pleasure to read.’

Aaron T. Beck, Professor of Psychiatry,
 University of Pennsylvania and founder of
 Cognitive Behaviour Therapy (CBT)
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1. FIRST STEPS/FIRST IMPRESSIONS

‘I do not judge men by anything they can do. Their greatest deed is the impression they make on me.’

 



Thoreau, Journal, 18 February 1841

Why do some people feel instinctively comfortable interacting with complete strangers while others do not? What can you actually do about it? Let me begin with a story from my own life.

I was a shy child, although I did have many close friends from the dull mill streets of Belfast on which I grew up. I was shy with strangers, particularly adults that I didn’t know. I would be in the centre of town with my mother on a Saturday afternoon and she would regularly bump into some of her old friends; people I didn’t recognize, whom maybe she knew before my father and she were married. I would be introduced and I would stand there looking down at the ground, refusing to make eye contact, except with the cracks on the pavement, feeling awkward and stiff. I can’t remember now what was going on in my head in any real detail but I can vividly remember the look (partly because it was commented on so much), and the feel of my stiff body posture. ‘He’s a lovely, shy, wee boy,’ the friend would say, somehow equating ‘shyness’ with ‘loveliness’, which I thought even then might be significant. My hands would be clenched tightly behind my back, not because of any latent aggressive impulses, as far as I can now tell, but because I didn’t like accepting money from strangers, which was always part of these exchanges. I like it now as a social custom, but as a child I think I disliked the idea that people could buy my affection; I didn’t want to be beholden to anyone. Perhaps I was thinking about it too much in a particular kind of way, and steadfastly  not seeing the bigger picture. It was, after all, about working-class people who didn’t have much, sharing what they did have. I thwarted their plan by simply refusing to hold out my hand to accept the money; I didn’t accept their invitation to participate in this exchange. And then a long ritual would commence of them trying to get me to accept a few coins or a pound note. It was embarrassing for everybody once it had started. The friend would be put on the spot by my refusal to accept the money, and would try to prise open my tightly closed hand (they were assuming, of course, that I was just being polite). I would stand there, resisting and shaking with the sheer physical effort of being a refusenik. My mother would look away with embarrassment. ‘He’s not like this normally,’ she would say. But I was always the same, always determined in my own peculiar way. ‘He’d normally snatch your hand off, like any boy would; he’s in a wee bit of a quiet mood today,’ she would add. On the bus on the way home my mother would complain about my behaviour and my social ineptness, and how embarrassing it was for all concerned, and remind me that my brother Bill would not have stood there like that, refusing to shake hands, refusing to talk, refusing to accept the pound note. ‘You can be a really odd boy, when you want to be,’ she would say. By ‘odd’ she meant socially awkward. ‘When are you going to grow out of it?’ she would ask.

Even as an adult, for years I found it difficult entering a room full of total strangers and talking freely. Thankfully this only lasted for a while, because later, as much out of necessity as anything else, I started to change, until my mother hardly recognized what she saw. The fact that I was studying psychology was also surely a major factor in this process of change. ‘My God, you  don’t shut up these days,’ she would say, with a slight look of surprise on her face; and with almost a tutting sound in her voice. ‘You’ll talk to anybody; you’re not a bit self-conscious anymore. You could bloody well win prizes for chatting up women.’ (It’s important to point out that to her mind chatting to any passing female between the ages of say eighteen and fifty, in a reasonably friendly or charming way, was effectively a process of ‘chatting up’). I tried to point out the difference to her many times, but to no avail. I think, however, that she believed that I had gone too far in the opposite direction. I had ended up far ‘too forward’. ‘You don’t refuse money these days either,’ she would say; ‘you’ve changed in a lot of ways.’

Perhaps my personal shortcomings drew me to psychology in the first place. I wanted to understand the relationship between the debilitating sort of self-consciousness which can constrain personal and social development, and social interaction. I believe I needed to understand the connection between those distracting self-absorbed thoughts and those nagging self-doubts, which can pop into our heads at any time, and our actual behaviour towards other people.

So how can you interact with others more effectively? What should you be consciously aware of when you talk to others and what role do unconscious processes play in meeting and getting on with other people? Can you manipulate the unconscious to better effect? Can you nudge it in certain key directions? Can you train yourself to be more skilled at interaction?

I spent many years studying some of the basic processes of social interaction, first for my PhD at Cambridge and then at other leading universities. I came to recognize the power of small behaviours, and sometimes the incredible significance  of small details, that could hold the key to successful outcomes in interaction. Some of this study must have rubbed off on me because my own behaviour started to change. No longer shy, my odd and distinctive stammer (‘do you put that on for effect to get people to feel sorry for you?’ my mother would ask) has gone, I trust, for ever. I came to think that life is a little too short for this sort of constraint that locked me into a social claustrophobia.

So what is the secret of freeing yourself from such social awkwardness? In my view, the science of psychology can inform many important everyday processes. In this book, I will discuss some of the more interesting findings from this vibrant and expanding discipline. The choice is eclectic; these are things that I found useful and informative and sometimes things that surprised me. This book is not a training manual, but sometimes a little knowledge can be all that you need to start the process of change, to help you ‘get the edge’. I have made the book personal at times, sometimes very personal, because it’s important to show that the kind of psychology I discuss impacts directly on real lives, including my own. It is part of my concern with demonstrating the relevance and significance of psychology as a discipline for all our lives.




How to make the perfect entrance 

First things first: how do you make the perfect entrance into a social gathering? There will be a collection of individuals all ready to interact with you and yet prepared to make a whole series of rapid, and sometimes unconscious, social judgements  about you. Of course, at a party, or indeed any type of social gathering, many people tend to be quite self-conscious. This makes them more than a little aware of their own behaviour and also more ready to think about why other people behave in the way they do. This increase in the spiral of self-consciousness is what used to terrify me.

The first thing to think about when making the perfect entrance is the timing. It’s a simple enough decision. If you arrive early you have the advantage that you will have longer to talk to people and thereby feel more familiar and comfortable with them. On the downside, people may wonder why you are there so early – ‘Has this person nothing better to do?’ If you arrive at a party early, of course, you can watch others arriving, which might seem like an obvious advantage. The disadvantage is that you will have to temporarily break the social bonds that you are forming to watch the new arrivals and this can make the person you are talking to uncomfortable – ‘Why aren’t they interested in me? Why do they keep watching the door?’ If you arrive late at a party, it may send out an implicit message that you are not desperate to be there. A possible downside of arriving late is that social bonds will already be starting to form and sometimes it is harder to break into a social group when it has already been established or partly established. Therefore, in terms of timing it is important to arrive not too early and not too late. The best time is at that stage of the evening when people have had some time to talk, but when guests will also be looking for new stimulation.

Social gatherings like parties are often all about first impressions because people make quick and sometimes instantaneous decisions about who to interact with and who to avoid.  It is possible to take risks at parties in terms of approaching new people, in ways that are not possible in many other situations. You have an opportunity to talk to others who you might not approach in any other context so it is important that your appearance reflects your intention to impress unfamiliar faces. At the outset of many forms of interaction, the fear of rejection can be the predominant emotion and can inhibit what people do. But at a party the implicit rule is that by being there you are open at least to some social interaction. So if someone approaches you, put them at their ease immediately, smile in a welcoming, non-threatening way, pay them a compliment and concentrate on the emotional tone of any short sentence you use. In short, make them feel welcome. Smiles are an extremely contagious social signal, particularly when they are open and natural, and help increase the enjoyment of interaction.

At a party, tell people about yourself, but don’t overdo it. Men quite often tend to tell people far too much about themselves in too short a period in order to position themselves in a social hierarchy (which is often their prime concern). This can be off-putting. You need to be interesting in what you say but also attentive. Signal how attentive you are through a high level of eye contact and through the use of ‘back-channel’ communications such as ‘mmm’ and ‘yeah’. These will fall naturally into the brief pauses in the speech of the person talking and will encourage the flow of conversation and stop embarrassing silences from developing. If you use back-channel signals like this effectively, the person speaking to a group will direct a lot of their talk your way, and this will help you stand out because you will be the speaker’s focus of attention.

You need to be attentive to your current social group but at  the same time you need to notice who else has arrived. These glances around the room need to be brief and you can even comment on them to your current conversational partners to turn the whole thing into a cooperative activity, for example by saying ‘I wonder who is going to be here tonight?’ If you accompany your glance around the room with a verbal statement in this way, you are less likely to be perceived as bored with the current conversation.

In these sorts of ways you will have made the perfect entrance.


• Remember that your behaviour is not permanently fixed. You can change how you interact with others

• At a party, think about the timing of your arrival beforehand

• Be a good listener. Make others want to talk to you

• Avoid telling people too much about yourself too early. Do not ‘over-present’. Balance what you tell others with what they are telling you

• Make yourself rewarding to talk to by using lots of back-channels (like ‘mmm’ and ‘yeah’) to encourage others to speak

• These back-channels will get you a lot of attention from whoever is speaking, and they will turn you into a primary focus in the conversation







How to establish instant rapport 

The quickest way to establish an instant rapport with someone is to display synchrony in movement with that person. You don’t have to match exactly the form of the movement with the other person (which can sometimes look a little odd if it’s not done well), but you should mirror their timing. This is normally an unconscious sign of rapport but it can be consciously manipulated with a little practice. As they pick up the menu, reach for your glass; as they stroke their hair, touch your face, and so on. Also try to focus on the words being said and the natural rhythm of the speech itself. This should become the mechanism for you both to achieve perfect coordination. You should allow your bodily movements to be affected by the stress points in the speech. Consciously time your movements in the early part of the conversation so that there is some degree of rapport early on, but then allow the rhythms of the speech to take over. This will produce feelings of rapport in a matter of minutes, sometimes even quicker.


• Establish rapport with another person, by copying the timing of their movements

• Focus in on the changes in the rhythm in the speech, and let that coordinate the ‘interactional synchrony’ between the two of you. It should be as if you are both moving naturally together to the rhythm of speech (if it doesn’t happen naturally as quickly as you would like, then do it deliberately)







How to have a smooth conversation 

If you have just met someone for the first time, there is nothing more embarrassing than a long silence developing in conversation. The only problem is that what can seem like a long silence is probably only one or two seconds long (sometimes even a lot shorter than this; we often start to notice gaps of around 600 milliseconds in conversation and find these uncomfortable). These kinds of silences develop for a number of reasons but one of the most important reasons is that people are often unable to anticipate or predict when someone is about to finish talking. So in order to have a smooth conversation, help your conversational partner out by using the following two devices to allow them to anticipate when you are about to stop talking. The first device is the three-part list. Say things like ‘I’ve got a lot of hobbies like running, going to the cinema and reading’. Don’t finish after ‘cinema’ and don’t add a fourth example to the list because it violates the three-part rule. Your conversational partner will be able to anticipate the end point of your sentence when you list three items, and come in immediately without any perceptible delay.

The second technique is to use a two-part contrast. Say things like ‘I enjoy the cinema but it’s not as good as live theatre’. Once you’ve started a construction like this, your conversational partner will be able to anticipate when it ends and they will be able to respond without any embarrassing silence. If there is an awkward pause after you have used either the three-part list or the two-part contrast in your conversation, then you have a bigger problem – you may need to change your hobbies, your appearance or your conversational partner  because the reason for the embarrassing silence may be much deeper.


• Embarrassing silences often occur in conversation because people don’t know whose turn it is to speak

• Prevent awkward moments by helping your conversational partner to anticipate the end points of your sentences

• Use three-part lists (A, B and C) and two-part contrasts (not A but B) to structure what you are saying







How to pay a compliment 

The problem with most compliments is that they stick to a very strict formula with a simple syntactic structure and they rely on a limited range of words. In terms of structure they are built on things like ‘You are very nice’. Embarrassingly, the word ‘nice’ appears in nearly a quarter of all compliments made and the word ‘you’ in three-quarters of all compliments. The problem with formulaic language like this is that it can be accessed from the brain in a routine and automatic way and without any real thought. As a consequence, such compliments are seen as very easy to generate and may not appear genuine, even when they are fully meant. When I first met Cheryl Cole and the rest of Girls Aloud for the television programme Ghosthunting with Girls Aloud for ITV2, Cheryl paid me a compliment more or less immediately. The girls were sitting waiting for dinner in a hotel restaurant in North Wales. They  were sipping white wine in this heady, perfumed, and very private space. I was running late as usual, and was the last to get there. I had been driven from Lincoln where I had been filming The Farm of Fussy Eaters. I was slightly exhausted from working all day. As I walked in I could see that the girls recognized me. I have to admit that it felt really good. It turned out that they were all fans of Big Brother. The fact that they knew what I did for a living was going to make my job that much easier. I was going to be analysing them over the next few days and nights. It helps if people think that you might have something interesting to say. ‘I love listening to your analysis,’ said Cheryl, the first to speak, and then added, ‘You’ve got a really nice voice.’ Her compliment had both ‘you’ and ‘nice’ in it. That was the first thing I noticed. It didn’t ruin it for me, but it could have done. I replied spontaneously, and without much thought, ‘You’ve got an accent that is really ni — (but then I corrected myself) amazing too.’ It seemed almost over the top, but I had my reasons, which thankfully I kept to myself.

But there is still an important point here. To pay a compliment effectively, you must break the mould, use a different structure and avoid the words ‘nice’ and ‘you’. Say things like ‘I couldn’t help noticing your hair, it looks absolutely fantastic’. Even ‘your’ is better than ‘you’ because it requires some (i.e. a tiny amount of) thought. Think about what’s appropriate to comment on and then get the structure right. Avoid the ‘compliment formula’ because it can seem very insincere (although, interestingly enough, everything that Cheryl says does seem sincere and that’s probably her greatest asset). 
• Pay original-sounding compliments (they will seem more genuine)

• Avoid the word ‘nice’ in compliments, whenever possible. It’s just too commonly used

• Avoid the ‘You are ...’ structure. Never say ‘You are very nice’









How to ‘read’ someone in a tenth of a second 

My mother was always very quick to arrive at a judgement about other people. She prided herself on the speed with which she could do this. ‘He’s a nice wee boy,’ she would say, before my new friend had barely opened his mouth. Or, on another occasion, ‘He’s a bad ’un, he’ll never be any good.’ All said before my friend was even out of earshot. ‘Give them a chance!’ I would say. Even then I thought that there might be more to the process of judging another person than one brief look at the narrowness of the eyes, or the sloping of the forehead, or the way that the mouth creases peculiarly at one side but not the other. ‘But you know that I’m always right,’ she would say. ‘You can’t fool me. All your friends know that I can read any of them like a book.’

Years later, I introduced my mother, without much forewarning, to a close female friend in Sheffield. It was a lastminute thing, or that’s how I tried to make it seem, but my mother’s instantaneous judgement in the streetlights on that cold winter night was written all over her face (she sensed what  was going on all right). ‘There’s just something about her I don’t like. Don’t ask me what it is. She’d be no good for you,’ she said, as she hurried back to the car without even looking at me. ‘Take me back to your house now.’

So can you learn to read someone accurately in a tenth of a second? Can you tell what they’re really like in a blink of an eye? How can you tell how trustworthy someone is just by glancing at them? In the light of what I know now, I think that I can safely say that the single best psychological tip that I can give here is that you can’t. It simply cannot be done. But this doesn’t stop the vast majority of people (and not just my highly biased late mother) doing it. So if you want to perceive someone accurately when you first meet them then you need to take conscious steps to override your natural impulse to make instant, unconscious judgements. It turns out that people tend to judge others across a whole range of characteristics within a tenth of a second, including things like how

‘attractive’ 
‘likeable’ 
‘trustworthy’ 
‘competent’ 
‘aggressive’

they are. However, you cannot judge such characteristics seriously in this short time. But that doesn’t stop our brain from trying. If you want to read someone accurately, therefore, you have to fight against this natural but essentially destructive tendency. If you don’t, there is a real danger that you will misjudge people badly on the basis of first impressions, and then  unconsciously not want to correct your first impressions. (Who, after all, wants to be proven wrong about something?) The problem is that if we make up our minds about someone that quickly, when we have more time to interact with them we will look for additional evidence to confirm (rather than refute) our original impression. We will not keep an open mind, and we will not be interested in any information that might contradict our original impression. So the tip for reading someone accurately is to try to slow down, or inhibit, these natural, unconscious judgemental processes. Easier said than done, of course, but you have to try.

The science behind all of this is based on research carried out by Janine Willis and Alexander Todorov of Princeton University, who found that making judgements about someone that we have met for the first time is something that most people do readily, naturally and very quickly. They argue that we make inferences about the personal characteristics of people in a process essentially routed in the unconscious. They wanted to investigate how quick this process really is, so they presented participants with photographs of people and asked them to judge how ‘attractive’, ‘likeable’, ‘competent’, ‘trustworthy’ and ‘aggressive’ they were. The photographs consisted of head shots of the individuals with a neutral expression. Half of the subjects were men and half were women. Participants in the experiment were specifically told that it was a study of first impressions and that they should make their decisions as quickly as possible. In some trials, the faces were just presented for 100 milliseconds (a tenth of a second), in others for 500 milliseconds (half a second) and in others for 1 second. Now, one possible outcome for a study like this is after a 100-millisecond exposure to a face, the  participants would be unable to make any judgements. Perhaps, at a push, a participant could make an instantaneous judgement of ‘attractiveness’. But what about the other characteristics; surely longer is needed to take all the information in from the face to form a complete opinion?

But this is not how people’s brains seem to work. Even after an exposure of one-tenth of a second to a picture of a human face, judgements of personality traits were made which were very similar to judgements made when individuals had significantly more time at their disposal. Extraordinarily, the highest correlations are for judgements of ‘trustworthiness’. In other words, after seeing a face for one-tenth of a second, people have already made up their mind about how trustworthy a person is. What Willis and Todorov also found was that increasing the exposure time (from one-tenth to a half a second) did not significantly increase the statistical correlation for any of the traits that they examined, namely ‘attractiveness’, ‘likeability’, ‘trustworthiness’, ‘competence’ and ‘aggressiveness’. However, allowing participants more time to look at the faces (even just half a second!) had some effect on judgements, in that the judgements tended to become more negative and the participants became more confident in their decisions. This increasing negativity with additional exposure time suggested to the researchers that there may be some kind of positivity bias operating in social judgement which operates with the smallest of exposures.

What this research demonstrates is that we make up our minds extraordinarily quickly about some aspects of the personality of other people on the basis of facial features. This is done so quickly that it bypasses any conscious decision-making processes. It is not that we identify certain facial features and make  a reasoned character judgement in the manner of researchers like John Lavater (1772-1880), who detailed the relationship between facial features and personality, as in ‘the nearer the eyebrows are to the eyes, the more earnest, deep, and firm the character’. It is more that we can’t stop ourselves making judgements about personality from facial features. Our unconscious basically takes over and makes judgements on the basis of the tiniest amounts of information.

The question of why we are more inclined to do this with the dimension of ‘trustworthiness’, compared with other personality traits, is an interesting and important one. The researchers argue that this is a process directed by the fundamental mechanism of evolution. In evolutionary terms, one of the most important things to find out when you meet a person for the very first time is how trustworthy they are. Basically, you need to know whether they are a friend or a foe. In certain circumstances, an individual’s survival may have depended upon these kinds of things and therefore on the process of instantaneously judging intention and trustworthiness. Brain-imaging studies have shown that the detection of trustworthiness is a spontaneous and automatic process linked to activity in the amygdala, one of the very primitive parts of the human brain.

The researchers go on to speculate that a tenth of a second may not even be required for these unconscious judgements to be made; we may actually do this much quicker than that! They point to studies on object detection which seem to demonstrate that objects can be categorized as quickly as they can be detected. In other words, as soon as you know they are there, you know what it is. In the words of Willis and Todorov, ‘Maybe, as soon as a face is there, you know whether to trust it.’

So how do you read a face in a tenth of a second? Maybe the question ‘How do you stop yourself trying to read a face in a tenth of a second?’ is a better one. Our minds make these fast, intuitive and unconscious judgements immediately without any of our conscious help. What information could possibly be contained in one’s facial features which would be an accurate and valid indicator of competence or trustworthiness? The answer is none, but our unconscious processes do not work like this. Reading people accurately, therefore, may involve, not so much speeding the brain up, but slowing it down.

Of course, the results of the Willis and Todorov study are slightly alarming in a number of ways. They suggest that after the most minimal exposures, we have already made our mind up about another person. The expression ‘making our mind up’ may be entirely the wrong one in this context, because the researchers suggest that the processes involved are so fast that consciousness never comes into it. The implications of this set of results for subsequent social interaction are quite frightening because human beings, after all, often like to find confirming evidence that back up their original judgements rather than evidence that contradict it or prove it wrong. So having made your mind up about someone’s lack of trustworthiness or competence, what are you then prepared to do (consciously or more probably unconsciously) to prove yourself right? However, I have one issue with the fundamental style of the study and others like it. This study presented head shots of people with neutral expressions to control the stimulus to which their participants were exposed. But in real life, when we meet strangers for the first time, we get a complex set of messages from the facial features, the facial expressions, bodily movement,  interpersonal distance, tone of voice, speech patterns and micromovements. So how do we combine all of this information in a tenth of a second to form a lasting and accurate judgement about personality characteristics? Perhaps in real life, it is not quite as quick and not quite as blind as the research of Willis and Todorov might suggest. Perhaps we need several seconds to compile all of this information and work out whether this stranger in front of us is a friend or foe, safe or unsafe, aggressive or passive, competent or otherwise, trustworthy or untrustworthy. Or perhaps some people only process the facial information and ignore the rest. It is plausible; after all, I’ve seen it at work in the dark streets of Sheffield, to my personal cost.


• You cannot make an accurate judgement about another person in one-tenth of a second, on the basis of how they look, even though your unconscious mind might be telling you differently

• To read someone accurately on very first impressions, consciously try to slow your brain down

• The problem with instantaneous judgements, is that you will look for evidence to support your original judgement rather than looking out for new information to test or refute it

• Other people may well be making judgements about you very quickly on the basis of how you look

• Think carefully about how you look and the messages others may be getting from your appearance







How to find the perfect mate 

I am sure at one time or another we have all sat, wondering how we could find the perfect partner. How do you find the one? We see couples, so connected, matched, blissfully and annoyingly happy and we think to ourselves, how did that happen? It turns out that if you want to find the perfect mate, here is the best single tip: start the process with an open mind about what you are actually looking for, because whatever characteristics people say they are looking for in advance of that first date do not necessarily match those that they actually use as a yard stick when they meet potential partners. If you talk at length to your friends about what you are looking for in a partner before you start the whole process, this will only make matters worse. This will constrain you even more because you then become publicly committed to seeking certain characteristics. So if someone asks you what kind of man or woman you want to go out with, just say, ‘I don’t know. We’ll see.’ This is more psychologically accurate.

Research on dating was carried out by Robert Kurzban of the University of Pennsylvania and Jason Weeden of Arizona State University, who studied mate selection on an internet dating site in a large sample of over 10,000 participants. They were interested in the relationship between the preferences that people specified in their advertisements and the choices that they actually made, when they later met their potential partners in a three-minute speed-dating situation. The researchers analysed a well-educated sample with relatively high incomes, about a third of whom had no religious affiliation. What men and women said that they were looking for in a potential  partner was significantly different. Men were more likely to specify certain body types and they had clear age preferences (they basically wanted young, slim women). Women were looking for older, richer and taller men (women were five times as likely as men to specify a minimum annual income and women were more restrictive in terms of height preference than men). There were also clear preferences stated for racial or ethnic origins and less frequently, religious affiliation, and also whether the potential partner had been married before or had children.

So it would seem that people have a pretty clear idea of what they think they want in a partner. The big question is whether these consciously held preferences have any value in predicting who people actually go for in a speed-dating session? Surely these consciously held characteristics must have some value? After all, they must have thought long and hard before writing the advertisements in the first place; they probably discussed many of these features with their friends and surely, when it comes down to it, we must know what we are looking for in a potential mate?

But the results of this study demonstrated conclusively that these advertisements were, in the words of the researchers, ‘of little or no predictive value in determining the features of potential matches who were chosen ... except with regards to race’. In other words, once you get to the actual speed-dating situation, all of these stated preferences seem to go out of the window and are replaced with something more basic, more intuitive and probably a good deal more unconscious.

So how do you find the perfect mate? If you want to find the perfect mate, do not constrain your choices in advance,  keep an open mind and let your unconscious instincts make the choice for you.

What is impressive about this study is the size of the sample and the counter-intuitive nature of the conclusion. We all know that attraction is a complex process, but most people would think that allowing people to specify their ideal characteristics in advance should have some influence on actual decision-making. But according to this study, it doesn’t. The big question is: do people know their own minds? The results would suggest not.


• To find the perfect mate, keep an open mind about what you are looking for

• Don’t discuss what you are seeking at length with your friends beforehand; it will just constrain you more

• Be prepared to be surprised by what you go for







How to laugh more effectively 

I once had a friend who had the most annoying laugh I have ever heard. She thought that it was her most endearing, playful and flirtatious characteristic. It was a breathless sort of hiss – it always reminded me of a dog panting after a long run. It certainly got her attention in social groups and it was a little predictable in terms of what occasioned it. When there was an attractive man in the room, and she was being ignored, she would start to pant. Most people would look her way, including  the attractive man, and this seemed to reinforce her behaviour. I always thought that she needed to do a basic rethink of how to produce a laugh. All laughs it seems are not equal, some are attractive to other people and to the opposite sex; some clearly are not.

Should this come as any surprise? Well, there is one school of thought (what you might term ‘the misguided school’) which says that all laughs are very much alike. Some would argue that laughs are signs of positive emotion (regardless of how they sound), and all laughs should have a positive emotional impact on the listener. But, according to Jo-Anne Bachorowski of Vanderbilt University and Michael Owren of Cornell University, all laughs really are not equal; some have a very positive impact on the emotional state of the listener and some don’t. Bachorowski and Owren studied whether the laughs were ‘voiced’ or not (where the breath is pushed out through the vocal cords). They recorded laughs of a large number of people as they watched funny films and then selected a sample of voiced and unvoiced laughs which they played to participants who had to rate their interest in meeting them, thus:


Definitely Interested 
Interested 
Not Interested 
Definitely Not Interested


Participants also had to rate their emotional response to the laughter. The study found that people were especially interested in meeting those who produced the voiced laughs and much less interested in meeting those who produced the grunt and  snort-like sounds. The study also found that the voiced laughs elicited a more positive emotional response than the unvoiced laughs and that voiced laughs produced by females were rated as the most positive of all. The conclusion of the study was that the social effects of laughter depend greatly on how it is produced. Voiced laughs with their song-like character have a much more positive effect than unvoiced grunts, pants and snort-like sounds.

So in order to laugh more effectively to ensure that someone likes you, make sure your laugh is voiced and make it more song-like in character. This is something that is usually done unconsciously but you may be able to change your pattern of laughter by listening out for it in others and by practising it.

Of course, if you are being picky with this research you might like to consider whether different laughs may be appropriate in different contexts; it clearly would be interesting to determine the relative impact of different categories of laughs in different social situations. Surely unvoiced laughs must have a positive impact sometimes? Presumably grunts, pants and snorts have some clear functional significance in certain contexts. The researchers, however, don’t tell us what these might be, and I am hard pushed to think of any situation in which I would enjoy my old friend’s dog-like panting. 


• All laughs are not equal. Some laughs have a very positive effect on other people; some do not

• Laugh more effectively by ‘voicing’ the laugh and making it more sing-song

• You will appear much more friendly and sexy if you ‘voice’ your laugh

•  If you are a woman, never pant as a form of laughter (unless you really, really can’t help it)







How to become more cultured 

I am from a traditional working-class background that luckily put great emphasis on education. School may have successfully introduced me to Dickens and Chekhov and Tolstoy, but music lessons left me cold and awkward. Even the names of the instruments – French horn, oboe and viola – to this day make me a little anxious. At home we listened to Jim Reeves, Andy Williams and Engelbert Humperdinck, but that was about it.

Many years after I had left Belfast I was on Nightwaves on Radio 3 (the home of classical music), waiting to be interviewed on a book that I had written about the lives of boxers called On the Ropes: Boxing as a Way of Life. The other guest was Valentine Cunningham, Professor of English at Oxford, who was going to review my book. We sat in the studio waiting for the show to start, as the music from the previous programme began to fade. The interviewer, whose name I have forgotten,  hurried into the studio with a pile of papers tucked messily under his arm, turned to me and asked politely, ‘What are we listening to? A little bit of Shostakovich, maybe?’ Professor Cunningham glanced my way. I smiled back, but I could feel a slight nausea building up inside me. I could hear the clock ticking on the studio wall, filling the deadened silence in the soundproofed room. I cleared my throat, slowly and deliberately. I knew that the music wasn’t Jim Reeves, and I was pretty certain that it was not one of Engelbert Humperdinck’s early acoustic numbers. But that was more or less all that I knew. However, I had to say something; the silence demanded that. My lips eventually parted. ‘I think that it’s early Shostakovich,’ I said into the silence, with a singular emphasis on early. The interviewer looked at me for a second more, a look of slight puzzlement held briefly. ‘You’re absolutely right,’ he said. ‘It is early Shostakovich. Well recognized. Some might have thought it was from his later period-I thought that to begin with – but well spotted.’ Professor Cunningham threw me a benign but essentially connecting smile. The interview had started well.

I would love to know and to understand and to appreciate classical music, but how? Some friends have proposed an obvious solution. ‘Go to the shop, buy some music, stick it on and listen to it. It’s that easy. You’ll grow to love it.’ But it may not be that easy according to the latest psychological research (I think that I have always sensed this). It seems that if you want to become cultured and learn to love classical music, it may not be enough to just play classical music over and over again to give you a sense of familiarity with the music and to develop an emotional bond with it. Research suggests that repeated exposure to emotionally evocative music polarizes your response  to the music, i.e. it makes your response to the music more extreme. An experiment was conducted by Charlotte Witvliet from Hope College, Holland (Michigan) and Scott Vrana from Virginia Commonwealth University. They played pieces of instrumental music to a set of participants a number of times who had to rate how pleasant they found the music after each listen. The researchers also took a number of physiological measures (including heart rate) and measures of non-verbal behaviour (including smiling). The researchers found that familiarity with the music did not necessarily lead to people liking it more. Instead, they found that the repetition of the music amplified the initial response of the participants, in that when people liked the music the first time they heard it, then the more they subsequently heard it the more they liked it. However, if they disliked the music the first time they heard it, the more they heard it, the more they disliked it. In other words, you cannot develop a love of all classical music simply by playing it over and over again. Repetition of the music didn’t just affect psychological judgement, it also affected behaviour and the basic physiological response, in that subjects smiled more with increased repetition of the music they originally liked, and their heart rate increased.

So if you want to become cultured and develop a love for classical music, find some pieces of music that you enjoy on the first hearing, and then play these pieces over and over again. Of course, the limitations of a study like this are that the music was studied in a strict experimental situation devoid of any real social meanings. But what happens if you pair the repetition of disliked classical music with a positive social context like a family get-together? Can you increase the liking for music that  you don’t like to begin with using this associative process? That is a question worth further exploration.


• Familiarity does not necessarily lead to a positive emotional bond, especially when it comes to music

• To become more ‘cultured’, find classical music that you like at the outset and play that repeatedly

• Do not play classical music over and over again that you originally disliked. You will not come to like it; you may well just come to hate it more
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