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When we first started thinking about writing a book related to our radio show/podcast Two Guys on Your Head, it seemed like a daunting task to try to capture the spirit of a conversation in a book. On the one hand, the format of the show (as a seven-and-a-half-minute segment) is a natural fit with short chapters on different topics. On the other hand, while the two of us sound alike, we have very different (complementary) outlooks, insights, and dispositions. (Plus, it is not always easy to be funny in print—the timing and intonation that help to sell a joke are often missing on the page.)


Fortunately, we think we’ve captured, in book form, the essence of our personalities and perspectives as we tackle an array of interesting, head-scratching quandaries about human behavior. But first, we want to say a few words about the arrangement to get you oriented.


Like the episodes of the show, the book is in no particular order. You could choose to read it straight through from beginning to end. Or you may want to skip around. While we have a lot of strong opinions—we’re college professors, after all—we endeavored to make each conversation as deeply research-based as possible. At the end of the book, you’ll find a list of publications that inspired our discussions for each chapter. Those readings are a great place to start for people interested in further study of various topics in the field of psychology.


We know that we have not done justice to all of the subtlety in the areas we write about. This book is meant to give you a flavor of the latest research occurring across a broad spectrum of the field. We hope that, at minimum, you will find the book to be a source of entertainment, one that piques your curiosity, prompts conversation with friends, and perhaps provides a few nuggets of insight. Even better if you can apply what you learn to your own life or find yourself wanting to dig deeper into the study of human nature.


And with that, we invite you to dive in. Welcome to what we both believe is the vastly interesting world of the human mind, and to Two Guys on Your Head. We’re glad you’re here.
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Does being open to experience lead to success?


Academics love to talk to other academics. We meet at con- ferences and share our research, reveling in conversations that we’re pretty sure only twenty-five other people on the face of the planet would care about. We are with “our people.” Of course, we also gossip about other academics and complain about aspects of our jobs. We are human, after all. But we love to share what our research has revealed to us about the nature of human thinking and behavior. The closest that most academics get to discussions of our work with nonexperts is in the classes we teach.


But psychology is a discipline that cries out for scientists to engage with people beyond the walls of academia. Just about everyone we know has a mind, and almost nobody knows very much about how it actually works. And that’s really too bad. We would never let someone build a bridge without learning some physics, or practice medicine without learning biology, would we? So wouldn’t it be to everyone’s advantage to know a bit more about how brains actually function before we develop an opinion, make a tough decision, or design a curriculum? Shouldn’t we first explore what leads us to think and feel and behave the way we do?


And so we opened ourselves up to opportunities to talk to regular people about the human mind. Art began blogging for Psychology Today. Bob started working with educators to teach them about how students learn effectively. This outreach has kept us busy: At least once a week we end up speaking to an audience about the wonders of how our minds work.


There wasn’t a goal in mind when all of this started—it just seemed like the right thing to do. All that work communicating with other audiences came in handy when Art found himself needing to sell something. It was the winter of 2012, and Art had helped start a new master’s program at The University of Texas called the Human Dimensions of Organizations. The aim of the program was to teach folks in business about how people operate, combining studies in the humanities and the social and behavioral sciences. Because the program was new, Art had to look for ways to introduce it to more people. As part of this effort, he reached out to the local public radio station, KUT, because the station manages a music venue on The University of Texas campus called the Cactus Café. Every couple of weeks, KUT hosts a conversation at the Cactus called Views and Brews. Art asked if some people from his program could participate, and—much to his surprise—the station agreed.


Because the Cactus is normally a music venue (people like Lucinda Williams, Lyle Lovett, and Robert Earl Keen got their start there), Art thought it would be fun to bring a colleague from the music school along. So he called Bob and asked him to join in.


And that is how the two of us ended up on the stage of the Cactus Café, along with the producer and moderator of the show, Rebecca McInroy, talking about smart thinking and creative problem solving. We had a great time and laughed a lot. And that was that … at least for a while.


About a year later, Rebecca was putting together the next year’s schedule for the Cactus and asked us to do another Views and Brews. Because we like being onstage, we agreed, and when we showed up she asked if we would consider turning our conversation into a radio show and podcast about the mind. Neither of us had ever considered doing a radio show—the expected response would have been a smile and a polite excuse about being too busy. But here is where the personality characteristic “openness to experience” reared its head.


Personality psychologists have identified five dimensions of personality that aptly describe the ways that people differ from one another in terms of their behavior. Not surprisingly, they call these dimensions the Big Five. Each dimension is a continuum, with people on either end being very much unalike with respect to that dimension.


One of the Big Five is openness to experience, which refers to people’s willingness to try new things. Those who are relatively open will consider all sorts of new opportunities. They may not actually try all of them, but they at least are willing to think about them. People who are closed to experience, on the other hand, will generally dismiss new ideas simply because they are new.


People who are closed don’t really acknowledge that they dismiss things just because they are new. Instead, they find all kinds of reasons why the new thing is a bad idea: It won’t work; it will be too time-consuming; you might make a fool of yourself; it might not succeed, and thus be a waste of time; there are other people who will do it better. You get the idea. New things are a bit scary, so people who are closed respond to that fear by avoiding change, living life as they were living it before.


As luck would have it, both of us are pretty open to experience, so when Rebecca asked us if we’d be willing to do a show, we both smiled and said, “Sure.” (As it turns out, we are both pretty extraverted as well, so being in front of a large radio audience also seemed liked fun for us. Extraversion is another one of the Big Five personality traits, and it refers to the degree to which a person likes to be the center of attention in social situations.)


So, a few weeks later, we found ourselves sitting around a table in the beautiful new KUT studios on the University of Texas campus. Neither of us had any clue what we were doing. Our recording engineer, David Alvarez, patiently explained (several times) where we were supposed to put the mike to avoid popping our p’s and that we shouldn’t tap on the table or kick our chairs. And we promptly forgot much of what we were told. But we did spend a lot of time in the studio talking about topics in psychology—happiness, fear, personality, habits, multitasking, brain games—and we had a blast.


And Rebecca skillfully, brilliantly turned our rambling conversation into seven minutes of coherent fun. The show, which we called Two Guys on Your Head, launched in August 2013.


Each week we talk about an aspect of psychology that you probably have thought about before, but we enhance the conversation with actual studies that can help you understand yourself and the people around you just a little better. To give you a sense of what the show sounds like, Bob is the guy who sounds like he is from New Jersey, and Art is the guy who sounds like Bob (probably because he’s also from New Jersey). Also, we laugh a lot. In fact, one of the reasons Art likes Bob so much is that Bob laughs at his jokes.


The funny thing about this whole story is that it sounds a lot clearer and more consequential in hindsight than it did when all of this was going on. Life doesn’t have a clear narrative as you’re living it. You often don’t know what the important events are going to be until long after they happen. Calling up a radio station to try to promote a master’s program does not seem at first like it will lead to a show on the radio about the mind. But that’s how it turned out.


The reason it’s helpful to be open to experience is that you never know where things are going to lead. If you try something new, it might just work out, and it might even end up being something you look back on and decide was one of life’s turning points. Even if it doesn’t turn into anything at all, you might enjoy or learn something from the experience.


Of course, if you are too open to experience, you can cross the line from being productively and happily interested in new things to being compulsively novelty seeking. It is a good thing to try on a new idea for size, but you don’t have to spend a week at a sweat lodge in Arizona just because your cousin’s best friend swears it’s a great way to lose weight. The trick is just to truly think through the pros and cons of an action before you decide against it.


If you find yourself being somewhat closed to experience and would like to become more open, there are several things you can do. The first is to take a lesson from research on regret.


When psychologists started studying regret, they began, as is often the case, by looking at college sophomores (because sophomores are the fruit flies of psychology research—cheap, plentiful, and easy to access). If you ask college students what they regret, they talk about largely stupid things they have done like getting drunk, failing a test, or crashing a car.


Tom Gilovich from Cornell had the great idea to ask people in retirement homes what they regret. When he did that, he found that much of what older people regret is not the things they did, but rather the things they didn’t do—never learning to salsa dance, never traveling the world, or never learning to play a musical instrument, for example. When people near the end of their lives, they begin to realize that there are things they never did that they are also never going to do.


Once you let it sink in that someday you will regret your inactions, it’s easy to use your remarkable capacity for mental time travel to help you think about what you may regret not having done. When faced with an interesting new prospect, imagine your future self in retirement. Ask yourself whether, at the end of your life, you may regret passing up this opportunity. If so, then open yourself up to it.


A second thing you can do is to recognize that your brain has two distinct motivational modes: a thinking mode and a doing mode. When you are in the thinking mode, you contemplate the upside and downside of a particular course of action. You identify the obstacles that stand in the way of success. You make plans for the future. You think about past successes and failures. When you are in the thinking mode, you do not have energy driving you to act on the world.


When you are in the doing mode, you want to act. You want to engage with the world. You itch to get things done. You get impatient with people around you who are in the thinking mode because you just want to get moving.


Often, when you close yourself off to new possibilities, you are engaging your doing mode rather than your thinking mode. This may seem like a bit of a contradiction, since in this case the doing mode is leading you not to pursue something new. How does that work? Well, your doing mode generates a felt need to act, but because it’s generally easier to get moving along paths that are familiar than along paths that are less so, the action you choose to do is something that is not new.


So when you’re tempted to close off a new possibility, consider giving yourself permission to think over the new idea—that is, wait to decide. Live with it for a few days. Even if the idea seems strange and uncomfortable at first, it may grow on you over time. Rather than dismissing it, just let it hang around and see if it becomes more interesting or exciting.


When the fear of the unfamiliar dissuades you from striking out on a new path that in some ways may seem attractive, it is worth asking this question: What is the worst thing that could happen? Many of our fears are more intense than the dangers we perceive actually justify. Consider public speaking. Talking in front of an audience creates fear in so many people that psychologists routinely use the threat of giving a speech in front of other people as a way to induce stress in experiments. The two of us speak in front of others for a living, so for us that fear is only a distant memory. In fact, Art has admitted that he finds it harder to sit in the audience than to give a talk (there’s that extraversion). How do you accomplish that switch?


The simple answer is practice. But what’s the active ingredient in this practice? In part, practice helps you to improve your ability to give talks, which gives you more confidence. Even if you are more introverted than either of us, you’ll benefit a lot from practice in giving talks. Practice helps you to realize that there isn’t really that much to be afraid of, in that you go through the experience of speaking without many negative consequences. After all, unless you are a politician at a press conference, there is very little you can say when speaking in front of others that will have lasting repercussions. The actual danger in giving talks is quite small relative to your beliefs about the danger. If you make a mistake, people may laugh for a moment, but then that moment is gone. In fact, most listeners are actually quite forgiving of the mistakes speakers make.


Of course, perceived dangers aren’t always disproportionate to actual dangers. If you are given the chance to go bungee jumping, you may very well chicken out. Art won’t even climb on a roof, let alone jump off a high structure with elastic tied to his feet. It’s not that he’s afraid of heights; he’s just afraid of pain and death. That seems reasonable, especially since the thrill of diving headlong toward the ground doesn’t seem to compensate for the potential crash. The downside of bungee jumping really is significant, however unlikely, so Art feels quite justified in his fear. (Which is not to say that you should avoid bungee jumping—only that Art won’t be going with you.)


In general, though, the contemporary, industrialized world is pretty safe (even bungee jumping, apparently). So before you close yourself off to a new opportunity, ask yourself whether the only thing you have to fear is fear itself. (FDR knew a good line when he heard one—if we keep using it, maybe it will catch on.)


We can feel pretty confident that, in the end, we’re likely to enrich our lives by being open to new opportunities. The people you think of as successful and productive are generally people who were open to new experiences rather than tied to beliefs about how their lives were supposed to proceed. And if you find that you’re not the kind of person who is open by nature, and you would like to become more so, there is also a lot you can do to push yourself to act more open than you feel. Which in turn will lead to your actually feeling more open than you once were.


In one of the early episodes of the show, Bob gave a pithy summary of what we had been talking about and then said, “You know, we ought to cross-stitch that on a pillow.” Ever since then we’ve been using that line to describe memorable insights we gathered from our little odysseys into human psychology. Throughout the book, we’ll be tossing out ideas for your next cross-stitching party, or custom mug motif, or tattoo, or T-shirt silkscreen design, or whatever floats your boat.


So for this chapter, here is a nice little aphorism to summarize the advantage of openness:







YOU
JUST
NEVER
KNOW
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Can we really make ourselves happy?


About twenty years ago, there was a push in the field of psychology to shift focus away from studying the things that go wrong in people’s lives, like stress, and toward studying the things that go right, like well-being. This movement—aptly named positive psychology—was championed by Martin Seligman, who was then president of the American Psychological Association, and Ed Diener, a professor at the University of Illinois.


It was an especially interesting shift for Seligman to start studying what makes people feel good. One of his most prominent early lines of research explored learned helplessness, a behavior that develops after organisms (remember, we’re all organisms) are repeatedly exposed to inescapable, painful events. What’s learned from this experience is that trying to escape is pointless, and the remarkable result is that we organisms eventually give up and don’t attempt to escape even when it’s possible to do so. We’ll have a bit more to say about learned helplessness later in the book.


Seligman, Diener, and other psychologists recognized that in order to help people lead lives filled with happiness and a sense of well-being, it was necessary to first understand what happy, satisfying lives look like. Rather than focusing on what makes people miserable, they asked, What is it that makes people happy?


Research findings about happiness are interesting and in some ways counterintuitive. One of the most important findings is that individual happiness remains fairly stable over time. Some people are pretty happy (or satisfied with their lives) most of the time, while others are not so happy most of the time. Even with the vicissitudes of life’s events and the ups and downs that we all experience, everyone seems to have a level of happiness that remains relatively constant over the course of their lives. Researchers call these general levels of overall happiness set points.


Even though various life events, like getting a pay raise or ending a long-term relationship, can make us feel more or less happy in the short term, all of us tend to return to our set points over the long term. A death in the family understandably brings sadness that may last for weeks and months (or longer). Winning the lottery brings exhilaration and joy in the weeks and months following the windfall. But in most cases the subsequent events that we experience, combined with our own set points, tend to bring us back to the happiness level that we most often experience.


We could be forgiven for believing that our happiness is wholly dependent on what happens to us—what we gain and what we lose, what we accomplish and where we fail—and that the combination of life’s events is the sole determinant of our sense of well-being. But this is not actually how happiness is determined.


A study by the psychologist Dan Gilbert and his colleagues illustrates this point. They looked at college assistant professors and assessed how decisions about their being promoted in rank and earning tenure affected their happiness.


Tenure brings with it a tremendous amount of job security, and earning a promotion and tenure is a very big deal, with lasting life consequences. You might think that if somebody told you that you could keep the most awesome job in the world for as long as you wanted, you would be happy for the rest of your life. And conversely, if you were told that you couldn’t have that job anymore, you would feel devastated for a very long time.


One group of professors who were about to be evaluated for tenure were asked to predict how happy they would be in the months and years after their tenure decision. They made predictions about how they would feel if they were awarded tenure and how they would feel if they were denied tenure. It was no surprise that the professors predicted they would be happier if they got tenure than they would be if they didn’t, and they estimated that the effect of being denied tenure would last roughly five years.


A second group of professors who had already been evaluated for tenure—some who earned tenure and others who did not—were asked about their actual happiness after their cases had been evaluated and the decisions made. Did earning tenure make people happier? Not really. Those who had been denied tenure were just as happy, on average, as those had been awarded tenure. Sure, they were upset for a few months, but this major life event had much less influence on their lives than they had expected it would. Observations like this are probably the root of pillow-worthy adages like This too shall pass.


This does not mean that our overall levels of life satisfaction can never change, but studies of happiness among large groups of people over long periods of time reveal two interesting results that we mentioned earlier. First, from one year to the next there are fluctuations in happiness that are the result of changing circumstances. Second, as time passes after the emotional events, whether positive (like a great accomplishment) or negative (like a serious illness), we all tend to return to our set points, although it may take time for that to happen.


Findings about changes in long-term happiness may seem a tad depressing, especially for people who tend not to be very happy. When there are long-term changes in overall life satisfaction, those changes tend to be negative rather than positive—that is, we are more likely, on average, to become less happy over time than we are to become happier. This is because we are more likely to encounter life circumstances that cause problems and reduce happiness than we are to encounter favorable circumstances that improve our lot. Although the tendency for all of us is to return to our relative set points following positive or negative events, prolonged illness, unemployment, or death of a spouse, for example, can lead to long-term decreases in how happy we feel.


One factor that does tend to increase life satisfaction over the long term, however, is marriage. Even though movies and television often portray marriage as a source of stress, marriage actually tends to be a source of stability. That stability also helps us develop healthy long-term habits, which in turn help prevent illnesses that can decrease life satisfaction.


So what can we do to make ourselves happier? Perhaps the most important thing is to remember that happiness is not dependent on your achieving some momentary life goal. We see lots of people who have put their happiness on hold while they slog through days that are generally unsatisfying, all the while expecting that when they eventually reach their goal (graduating, getting married, finishing a book, having a child, buying a house), their happiness will be switched on for good.


Art tells a great story about hiking the Grand Canyon as a teenager. After reaching the bottom of the canyon, he began the long trek back to the top, a path that involves lots of long switchbacks that slowly lead back to the rim. You walk up the trail for a while, and then it turns back in the opposite direction and you walk some more. You can’t see much beyond the switchback, so it is hard to figure out how much progress you’ve made. You feel that the top must be right around the next bend. That expectation continues for a long time, until you finally (and happily) reach the top.


Expectations about life’s happiness may feel just like that. You figure that happiness is just around the next bend. It will happen when you get accepted to an elite college. Or when you graduate and get a job. Or maybe when you get that promotion. Or perhaps when you finally find a partner. Because you’re basing happiness on some future event, you keep delaying when you will really have a chance to be happy until you reach what’s around the next bend.


Too bad, because the thing is, you are living right now. And you’re in the Grand Canyon! All of that uphill hiking may be a challenge you suffer through until you reach the top. Or you might think about and take advantage of all the beautiful things you experience as you pant and sweat your way up the trail.


Rather than postponing joy until you reach some goal, only to recognize that the joy of reaching it is rather short-lived, you can focus on what there is to love about what you’re doing right now, today. Yes, there are things that we have to do and sacrifices that we need to make for the sake of some future goal. But if your life is little more than an unending string of tasks you are not enjoying for the sake of some hoped-for future, it is time to reevaluate the things you are doing each day and find something you can do today that will give you some enjoyment and fulfillment. There is an old bumper sticker that says, He who dies with the most toys wins (note the gender designation), but while the ones with the biggest piles of toys may win the race for accumulating the most toys, they won’t necessarily be happy. Plus, they’ll be dead.


It’s not surprising that people who enjoy the work they do and think of it as a calling are happier than those who experience lots of stress and anxiety at work without any greater sense of purpose. People who feel trapped by life circumstances, like a crummy job, understandably feel unhappy.


Bob sometimes meets with undergraduate advisees who have come to view school as little more than an endless source of stress and frustration, and he suggests that they drop out for a while—advice that’s met with a bit of shock, coming from a faculty advisor. Remember that these are privileged people who have lots of choices in life. Most of the students who hear this advice don’t actually leave school. But recognizing that they could drop out and that attending college is their choice helps them to rethink why they are there. They feel less trapped by the circumstance and more in control. In general, it’s valuable to remember that we often have more options than we recognize.


We’ll end this chapter about happiness emphasizing the importance of connecting with other people. Studies of happiness show that loneliness is a big negative predictor of happiness (which is a roundabout way of saying that lonely people are generally unhappy people). If you don’t feel connected to the people around you, you feel worse than when you feel a strong connection. This is true irrespective of whether you’re in a close romantic relationship.


Part of the problem, of course, is that unhappy people often don’t want to reach out to the people around them. So the correlation between loneliness and being unhappy is exacerbated by the fact that feeling unhappy leads people to be less sociable. But the number of people you spend time with is something you can control. If you feel lonely, you can call a friend or perhaps a family member. There are also lots of great ways to meet new people with similar interests without having to spend a dime. Community organizations, religious institutions, and various social causes offer lots of volunteer opportunities that connect us with other committed individuals.


It turns out that even random conversations can make you a bit happier. Nick Epley and Juliana Schroeder have done some cool studies focusing on commuters. Most commuters on public transportation think that they will be happiest on their commute if they sit alone and work or read, and many live in mortal fear that a boring person will sit next to them and engage them in a long and pointless conversation.


Epley and Schroeder asked some people to engage in conversations with strangers as they commuted to work. Others were asked not to talk to other people. It turns out that commuters enjoyed the conversations and enjoyed their commutes more than did those who were asked to keep to themselves. It may be that many of us are missing lots of little opportunities to make each day a little more pleasant.


You see what we’re getting at here. A big chunk of our long-term happiness reflects our genetic predispositions, and there’s nothing to be done about that. But there are many things within our control that can lead to a more satisfying and happier life. This is not to ignore the fact that all of us face varying levels of challenges. It is easier for some of us to be happy than it is for others. But happiness is not entirely beyond our control, and by taking the opportunity to appreciate our surroundings and getting to know one another, we can potentially improve our overall life satisfaction. In sum:







Sometimes
happiness
just comes to
you;


SOMETIMES
YOU HAVE
TO GO AND
GET IT.
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How do we catch a liar?


People lie all the time. Even though society talks about the value of telling the truth, there are many situations in which it is probably best for your social life to lie. You might compliment a person’s outfit, even though you don’t like it much. You might invent a fictitious obligation with family to avoid going to a party that you think will be boring. These little white lies help to maintain pleasant social interactions with other people. Of course, people tell bigger lies, too. People lie to cover up situations in which they have broken the rules, or to blame others for their mistakes.


Although what we refer to as little white lies may be of little lasting consequence, when the consequences are high, it is valuable to be able to figure out whether someone is lying to you. Over the years, lie detection has become a big business. And the ugly truth is that it can be quite difficult to distinguish between people who are lying and those who are not.


There are several different approaches to lie detection. Some of them assume that telling a lie creates stress or mental energy (often called arousal), because there is tension between what people know to be true and the information they present that is false. The liar may also fear being caught, which adds to the arousal. There are several physiological signs of stress and arousal that are hard (or impossible) to control. Heart rate speeds up under stress, and people take shorter breaths. In addition, there are changes in skin conductance that reflect small increases in the amount of sweat produced.


These measurements are the basis of polygraph tests. The basic idea is to take advantage of these physiological changes to assess whether particular statements that people are making are lies.


There are several problems with using arousal as a measure of lying, though. For one thing, when people repeat a lie often enough, it becomes psychologically the same as the truth. There is no longer a tension between the true statement and the false one. When that happens, there isn’t a physiological reaction to the lie.


A second problem is that some people find the procedure of being connected to a polygraph very stressful. If they are asked about sensitive topics, they may show enhanced arousal and give a response that looks like a lie. That is because the polygraph measures an expected consequence of lying—not the lie itself. If the expected consequence doesn’t occur when someone lies, the test doesn’t work. If the arousal response occurs for some other reason, the test wrongly indicates lying. That is why polygraph tests are no longer admissible as evidence in court.


As a psychologist, Art often gets asked about particular theories related to catching liars. Friends approach him with all kinds of ideas: liars blink more often than people telling the truth; liars look up and to the left; liars laugh while they are talking; liars squeak when they talk; liars won’t make eye contact with you while they speak.


Some liars undoubtedly do some of these things, some of the time. As do some people telling the truth. Consider eye contact for a moment. It seems to make sense that people might have trouble making eye contact when they are lying because they may feel embarrassed, as though the person they are lying to would be disappointed in them if he found out the truth. Indeed, some liars probably do have trouble making eye contact.


But in fact, almost everyone has some trouble making eye contact while they are speaking to someone else. The human face is complex and causes a lot of brain activity when you look at it. Your brain wants to interpret the subtle expressions that a person is making to get a sense of how that person is feeling.


But that brain activity can actually interfere with the work of turning your thoughts into sentences you want to speak. As a result, many people look away from the person they are talking to while they are speaking and then make eye contact again when they are listening to the other person speak. Test this out: Next time you’re having a conversation, pay attention to when the other person looks directly at you. You’ll most likely find that her eyes wander away from your face when she is speaking.


None of the physiological cues that are associated with lying are perfect indicators, but they do convey some information. Most of the time, people are unable to use these cues to catch liars effectively. That said, there is some evidence that people are sensitive to the cues others give off when lying—they just can’t use them explicitly very well.


Most supposed cues for lying are actually quite poor indicators of lies—although not all of them. For example, people often display more stress in their voice when they are lying than when they are telling the truth. But it turns out that if people watch someone telling a story, they are often a better judge of whether that person was lying when asked about it the following day than they are immediately after seeing the person. The idea is that the subtle cues that someone is lying are overshadowed by people’s explicit beliefs about liars while they are engaged in a conversation. Later, though, those explicit beliefs fade, and the more subtle cues people can pick up on (like vocal stress) play more of a role.


Some aspects of behavior also help to distinguish between lies and truth. One big difference between fact and fiction is in the language people use to tell their stories. In his book The Secret Life of Pronouns, James Pennebaker explores studies that analyze the words employed by people telling the truth versus those who are lying about similar topics.


There are several broad differences in the way that liars and truth tellers discuss events. One difference is that liars say less overall than truth tellers. If you are telling the truth, the details of what happened are obvious. If you are lying, it is not easy to conjure up lots of details. Interestingly, truth tellers talk less about their emotions than liars do. That is because when you recall a real memory, you begin to reexperience some of the emotion from that event. As a result, that emotion feels obvious to you (and would be obvious to anyone watching you). If you are lying, though, you don’t really experience that emotion, so you describe it instead. Truth tellers also talk about themselves more than liars, because people telling the truth are more focused on their own memories than liars are (who are also thinking about how their story is being perceived by others).


Nevertheless, it is hard to use these observations alone to craft a technique for catching liars, because there are lots of differences among people in their overall use of language. For example, we both talk a lot, so we use a lot of words when we are telling the truth. Some other people tend to be succinct in the stories they tell. Similarly, some people talk about themselves a lot, while others don’t. In order to use the facets of lying outlined above to catch a liar, you actually need to compare a particular story a person is telling to situations in which he is known to be telling the truth.


Because liars have not experienced the situation they are describing, they are able to say less about it than truth tellers—they don’t know as much about the situation. Suppose, then, you asked liars and truth tellers questions they didn’t expect to hear. For example, suppose Bob is at a party and he starts regaling people with stories about being on the radio. People could ask him questions about what the studio is like, who engineers the program, or whether he gets to meet some of the great reporters at the station. Bob would have answers to all of these questions based on his experience, even if he didn’t expect someone to ask those questions.


But suppose someone claimed that she went to a restaurant she had never been to before. She would have trouble giving answers about where the bar is in the restaurant, what street it is on, whether it has a parking lot, what kind of lighting it has, or whether it is loud. There are lots of incidental pieces of information that people have when they are telling the truth that they simply don’t have if they are lying.


In a fascinating study, researchers trained airport security screeners either to use traditional cues to lie detection (like where people are looking) or to use an interviewing technique in which they asked people questions about common knowledge that someone would know if they were telling the truth about their travel. Then, as a way of testing the effectiveness of the screeners’ procedures, people were sent through security and asked to lie about their travel intentions. The testing took place over a period of several months. Some people were sent through several times to see if they could improve their ability to fool security screeners. These people were paid for their participation in the study and were given more money if they were able to deceive the screeners than if they were not.


In the end, screeners trained on the traditional cues for lie detection caught the liars about 5 percent of the time—not a great record—while those trained on the interviewing technique succeeded 70 percent of the time. And people who went through security multiple times did not get any better at fooling the interviewers.


The real problem with lie detection is that people have bad theories about what gives liars away. They focus on the nervousness they expect people to feel when they are lying. Instead, focus on memory. People who are lying did not experience the events that they’re lying about, so they cannot recall the same kind of information about their experience that truth tellers do.







Liars
don’t
know
what
they
don’t
know.
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