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  To Mum and Dad




  





  

    What is the use of such a study? The criticism implied in this question has never bothered me, for any activity seems to me of value if it satisfies curiosity,

    stimulates ideas, and gives a new slant to our understanding of the social world.




    

      

        Stanley Milgram, The Individual in a Social World


      


    






  





  Contents




  The mysterious Q-test




  Introduction




  What quirkology is, why it matters, and secret studies into the science of tea-making, the power of prayer, the personality of fruit, and the initiation of Mexican waves.




  1. What does your date of birth really say about you? The new science of chronopsychology




  How the lives of mass murderers have been used to test astrology, whether you really are born lucky, why the rich and famous lie about the day they were born, and how some people are

  literally dying to save taxes.




  2. Trust everyone, but always cut the cards: The psychology of lying and deception




  Exploring the language of lying with Hollywood star Leslie Nielsen, the link between freshly guillotined heads and the human smile, Ronald Reagan and the story that never was, the

  results of the mysterious Q-test, and the dark side of human suggestibility.




  3. Believing six impossible things before breakfast: Psychology enters the twilight zone




  How superstition has cost millions and killed thousands, why seemingly improbable coincidences are surprisingly likely, how people really walk on red-hot coals, and the truth behind

  haunted houses and the dreaded ‘brown note of death’.




  4. Making your mind up: The strange science of decision-making




  Why incompetent politicians get elected and the innocent are found guilty, how to create the perfect chat-up line and personal ad, whether subliminal perception affects buying

  behaviour, and why John and Susan Fish really wrote A Student’s Guide to the Seashore.




  5. The scientific search for the world’s funniest joke: Explorations into the psychology of humour




  How a surreal international quest revealed why men and women find different jokes funny, the link between laughter and longevity, what makes professional comedians tick, and whether

  weasels really are the world’s funniest animal.




  6. Sinner or saint? The psychology of when we help, and when we hinder




  Why fake leg braces have been worn to measure altruism around the globe, how dropping envelopes across America revealed whether Catholics are more giving than most, the secret

  psychology used to create caring communities, and the mystery of the vanishing teaspoons.




  Epilogue




  Towards the worldwide eradication of ‘FTSE-itis’




  Acknowledgements




  Notes




  





  The mysterious Q-test




  Before we begin, please take a few moments to complete the following exercise.




  

    

      Using the first finger of your dominant hand, please trace out the capital letter ‘Q’ on your forehead.


    


  




  There are two ways of completing the exercise.




  

    

      Turn over the page to find out more.


    


  




  





  You can draw the letter ‘Q’ with the tail of the Q towards your right eye like this:
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  In this case, you can read it, but someone facing you can’t. Or you can draw it with the tail of the Q towards your left eye:




  

    [image: ]


  




  In this case, someone facing you can read it, but you can’t. As we will discover later, the way in which you completed the task reveals a great deal about an

  important aspect of your life.




  





  Introduction




  

    

      What quirkology is, why it matters, and secret studies into the science of tea-making, the power of prayer, the personality of fruit, and the

      initiation of Mexican waves.


    


  




  I have long been fascinated by the quirky side of human behaviour.




  As a psychology undergraduate I stood for hours in London’s King’s Cross railway station looking for people who had just met their partners off a train. The moment they were locked

  in a passionate embrace, I would walk up to them, trigger a hidden stopwatch in my pocket, and ask, ‘Excuse me, do you mind taking part in a psychology experiment? How many seconds have

  passed since I just said the words Excuse me . . . ?’ My results revealed that people massively underestimate the passing of time when they are in love, or, as Einstein once said, ‘Sit

  with a beautiful woman for an hour and it seems like a minute, sit on a hot stove for a minute and it seems like an hour – that’s relativity.’




  An interest in the more unusual aspects of psychology has continued throughout my career. I am not the first academic to be fascinated by this approach to examining behaviour. Each generation of

  scientists has produced a small number of researchers who have investigated the strange and unusual.




  Maverick Victorian scientist Sir Francis Galton might be considered the founding father of the approach, and devoted much of his life to the study of offbeat topics.1 He objectively determined whether his colleagues’ lectures were boring by surreptitiously measuring the level of fidgeting in their audiences, and

  created a ‘Beauty Map’ of Britain by walking along the high streets of major cities with a punch counter in his pocket, secretly recording whether the people he passed were good,

  medium, or bad looking (London was rated the best, Aberdeen the worst).




  Galton’s work into the effectiveness of prayer was more controversial.2 He hypothesized that if prayer really worked, then

  members of the clergy – who clearly prayed longer and harder than most – should have a longer life expectancy than others. His extensive analyses of hundreds of entries in biographical

  dictionaries revealed that the clergy actually tended to die before lawyers and doctors, thus forcing the deeply religious Galton to question the power of prayer.




  Even the making of tea caught Galton’s attention, when he spent months scientifically determining the best way to brew the perfect cup of tea. Having constructed a special thermometer that

  allowed him constantly to monitor the temperature of the water inside his teapot, after much rigorous testing Galton concluded that:




  

    

	

      . . . the tea was full bodied, full tasted, and in no way bitter or flat . . . when the water in the teapot had remained between 180° and 190° Fahrenheit, and had

      stood eight minutes on the leaves.3


    


	


  




  Satisfied with the thoroughness of his investigation, Galton proudly declared, There is no other mystery in the teapot.’




  On the surface, Galton’s investigations into boredom, beauty, prayer, and tea-making may appear diverse. However, they are all excellent and early examples of an approach to investigating

  human behaviour that I have labelled ‘quirkology’.




  Put simply, quirkology uses scientific methods to study the more curious aspects of everyday life. This approach to psychology has been pioneered by a small number of researchers over the past

  hundred years, but has never been formally recognized within the social sciences. These researchers have followed in Galton’s footsteps, and had the courage to explore the places where

  mainstream scientists fear to tread. Academics have:




  

    

      • examined how many people it takes to start a Mexican wave in a football stadium4




      • charted the upper limits of visual memory by having people try to accurately remember 10,000 photographs5




      • identified the perceived personality characteristics of fruit (lemons are seen as dislikeable, onions as stupid, and mushrooms as social climbers)6




      • secretly counted the number of people wearing their baseball caps the right way round or back to front7




      • stood outside supermarkets with charity boxes quietly measuring how different types of requests for donations impacted upon the amount of money given (simply saying

      ‘even a penny helps’ almost doubled donations)8




      • discovered that children’s drawings of Santa Claus grow larger in the build-up to Christmas Day, and then shrink in size during January.9


    


  




  For the past twenty years, I have carried out similarly strange investigations into human behaviour. I have examined the telltale signs that give away a liar, explored how our

  personalities are shaped by our month of birth, uncovered the secret science behind speed dating and personal ads, and investigated what a person’s sense of humour reveals about the innermost

  workings of their mind. The work has involved secretly observing people as they go about their daily business, conducting unusual experiments in art exhibitions and music concerts, and even staging

  fake seances in allegedly haunted buildings. The studies have involved thousands of people all over the world.




  This book details my adventures and experiments, and also pays homage to unusual research carried out by the small band of dedicated academics that has kept the quirky flag flying over the past

  century.




  Each chapter reveals the secret psychology underlying a different aspect of our lives, from deception to decision-making, selfishness to superstition. Along the way, we will encounter some of my

  favourite pieces of strange but fascinating research. Experiments that have, for instance, involved stalling cars at traffic lights and measuring the amount of subsequent horn-honking; examined why

  there are a disproportionate number of marine biologists called Dr Fish; secretly analysed the type of people that take more than ten items through express lines in supermarkets; asked people to

  behead live rats with a kitchen knife; discovered whether suicide rates are related to the amount of country music played on national radio; and proved beyond all reasonable doubt that Friday 13th

  is bad for your health.




  The majority of the research that you are about to encounter has, until now, been hidden away in obscure academic journals. The work is serious science, and much of it has important implications

  for the way in which we live our lives, and structure our society. However, unlike the vast majority of psychological research, these studies have something quirky about them. Some use mainstream

  methods to investigate unusual topics. Others use unusual methods to investigate mainstream topics. All of them are the result of behavioural scientists misbehaving.




  Let the quirkology begin.




  





  1




  What does your date of birth really say about you? The new science of chronopsychology




  How the lives of mass murderers have been used to test astrology, whether you really are born lucky, why the rich and famous lie about the day they were

  born, and how some people are literally dying to save taxes.




  Given that approximately one hundred million Americans read their daily horoscopes, and about six million have paid a professional astrologer to analyse their

  personality,1 it is easy to argue that astrological beliefs have stood the test of time. Even world leaders are not immune from the lure of the

  soothsaying stargazers. Both Ronald and Nancy Reagan were fond of consulting with the cosmos, allowing astrologers to influence many aspects of their political lives, including the timing of

  international summits, presidential announcements, and the flight schedule of Air Force One.2




  Over the years, a small number of highly dedicated scientists have investigated the relationship between people’s lives and their date of birth. The work has involved studying mass

  murderers, trawling through millions of American tax returns, examining the birthdates of Premier League footballers, having over 20,000 people come online and assess their luck, and asking a

  4-year-old child to predict the movement of international stock markets. Slowly but surely, the work has sifted fact from fiction to reveal the many ways in which our date of birth really

  influences the way we think and behave.




  Prophets and profits




  The British Association for the Advancement of Science (BAAS) was established in 1831 by the eminent Scottish scientist Sir David Brewster. The BAAS has several claims to fame.

  The term ‘dinosaur’ was first used at one of its meetings in 1841, and at their 1860 annual gathering, physicist Sir Oliver Lodge presented one of the first public demonstrations of

  wireless transmission. Also in 1860, they staged an infamous public debate about evolution between biologist T. H. Huxley and the Bishop of Oxford, Samuel Wilberforce (nicknamed ‘Soapy

  Sam’ because of his slipperiness during ecclesiastical debates). Rumour has it that during the debate Wilberforce turned to Huxley and asked: ‘Is it on your grandfather’s or

  grandmother’s side that you claim descent from the apes?’ Unfazed, Huxley turned to his colleagues and quietly muttered, ‘The Lord hath delivered him into my hands,’ before

  publicly declaring that he would rather be descended from an ape than a bishop.




  Each year the BAAS coordinates a wonderful week-long national celebration of science, and in 2001 they invited me to conduct an experiment as part of the proceedings. After receiving the

  invitation, I happened to discover a newspaper article describing the latest fad in stargazing – financial astrology. According to the article, some soothsayers were claiming that the date of

  a company’s formation could affect its future financial performance. If true, this had enormous implications for investors all over the world, and so I decided to discover whether heavenly

  activity really could predict the bottom line.




  The experiment involved three participants – a financial astrologer, an experienced city analyst, and a young child. At the start of the test we gave them a notional £5,000 each, and

  asked them to invest the money as they thought best on the stock market. Then, over the course of a week, we tracked their choices. Who would make the wisest investments?




  Finding astrologers to take part in these types of studies is notoriously difficult. The vast majority are unwilling to have their claims put to the test, and those that are interested rarely

  agree to the conditions associated with a scientific experiment. However, after a few dozen telephone calls, we found a professional financial astrologer who thought the project sounded fun, and

  was kind enough to accept the challenge.




  Our remaining two guinea pigs proved easier to recruit. A quick Internet search and a couple of telephone calls brought to light an experienced city analyst who was also happy to throw his hat

  into the ring. Finally, a friend of a friend said that they would ask their daughter if she wanted to be our third and final participant. A bar of chocolate sealed the deal, and Tia, a 4-year-old

  girl from south-east London, with no investment experience, completed the team. When Barclays Stockbrokers, one of Britain’s leading investment firms, agreed to adjudicate the contest, we

  were all set to go.


 


  We allowed our three volunteers to invest their cash in any of the one hundred largest companies in the UK. Our financial astrologer carefully examined the formation date of the

  companies, and promptly plumped for a variety of different sectors, including communication- and technology-based stock (Vodafone, Emap, Baltimore Tech, and Pearson). Our investor drew on his seven

  years of extensive experience, and decided to invest mainly within the communications industry (Vodafone, Marconi, Cable & Wireless, and Prudential).




  We wanted Tia’s choices to be totally random, and she happily approved a cunning selection procedure involving a stepladder and a big pad of paper. At 11.55 a.m. on 15 March 2001, I found

  myself balancing precariously on the top of a six-foot stepladder in the marble foyer of Barclays Stockbrokers. Tia, and a small audience of Britain’s top investors, were waiting patiently on

  the ground below. One of my hands gripped the ladder tightly, while the other held one hundred small pieces of paper, each bearing the name of a company. As the clock struck midday, I threw the

  papers high into the air and Tia randomly grabbed four of them as they gently fluttered to the ground. She carefully handed the four pieces to her mother, who announced that her daughter would

  invest in a high street bank (Bank of Scotland), a consortium of well-known drinks brands (Diageo), a financial services group (Old Mutual), and a leading supermarket chain (Sainsbury). The

  onlookers applauded, and Tia curtsied to her small but appreciative audience.




  To be as fair as possible, we allowed our participants to change their investments a few days into our week-long experiment. Our financial astrologer again consulted the heavens, and swapped

  three of her choices, so that her final portfolio contained BOC, BAE Systems, Unilever, and Pearson. In one interview with journalists, she justified her decisions on the basis that these companies

  had a good planetary wind behind them.3 Our expert investor chose to stick with his original selections. A second round of random

  paper-dropping left Tia with Amvescap, Bass, Bank of Scotland, and the Halifax.




  At the end of the week, we regrouped at Barclays Stockbrokers and examined the results. It had proved an exceptionally turbulent week for the stock market, with billions of pounds wiped off the

  value of the world’s leading companies. Strangely enough, neither of our experts had seen the crash coming. In line with this dramatic downward trend, all three of our participants had lost

  money. Bottom of the league came the financial astrologer, whose heavenly decisions resulted in a 10.1 per cent loss. The expert investor came a close second with a 7.1 per cent loss. Top of the

  class came Tia, with a loss of just 4.6 per cent.




  Our investor didn’t exactly display the kind of optimism commonly associated with city trading, telling journalists that he had confidently expected to finish last, and thought all along

  that Tia would win.4 Our astrologer turned to the heavens to help explain her failure, noting that if she had known beforehand that Tia was a

  Cancerian she wouldn’t have played against her.5 Tia was remarkably modest about her win, saying that she couldn’t explain her

  winning ways, and didn’t even study science at nursery school.6




  The Sun newspaper was rather taken with Tia’s success and carried a full-page profile of her in their financial section, including her three top tips for those eager to play the

  markets: ‘Money isn’t everything – sweets are’, ‘Go to bed early’, and ‘Watch the growing market in kids’ toys’.7 The Tonight Show with Jay Leno expressed an interest in having Tia on their programme, and I suspect that she was their only guest to decline on grounds of

  homework.




  A week is not a long time in the world of finance, and so we decided to continue the experiment for a full year. It proved to be a difficult twelve months, with the global market showing an

  overall drop of 16 per cent. However, almost one year on from our original experiment, we asked Barclays Stockbrokers to reassess the value of the three portfolios. This time the differences were

  even more dramatic. Our investor had made a 46.2 per cent loss on his original investment. The financial astrologer did somewhat better, but still made a 6.2 per cent loss. Once again, Tia led the

  pack. In the face of a falling market she had managed to make a 5.8 per cent profit.8




  I wasn’t entirely surprised that our experts’ predictions were less than impressive. This was not the first time that the wisdom of city analysts had come under scrutiny and been

  found wanting. In a similar Swedish study, a national newspaper gave $1,250 each to five experienced investors, and a chimpanzee named Ola. Ola made his choice by throwing darts at the names of

  companies listed on the Stockholm exchange. After a month, the newspaper compared the profits and losses made by each competitor. Ola had outperformed the financial wizards. Similarly, the Wall

  Street Journal regularly asks four investors to pick one stock apiece, and then randomly selects four other stocks by using Ola’s dart-throwing technique. After six months, the paper

  compares the returns on the stocks selected by the experts with the ‘dartboard portfolio’. The darts are often the more successful, and almost always beat at least one of the

  experts.




  My test of financial astrology was not the first scientific examination of the alleged relationship between heavenly activity and earthly events. Similar work stretches back over decades, and

  has involved a series of unusual experiments, including work carried out by one of Britain’s most prolific psychologists.




  Heavenly predictions




  Professor Hans Eysenck was arguably one of the most influential thinkers of the twentieth century, and, at the time of his death in 1997, was the living psychologist most

  frequently cited in scientific journals and magazines. Famous for liking the phrase, ‘If it cannot be measured, then it does not exist’, Eysenck spent much of his career trying to

  quantify aspects of the human psyche (including poetry, sexual behaviour, humour, and genius) that many believed to be beyond the grasp of science. He is, however, perhaps best known for his work

  on the analysis of human personality, and developed some of the most widely used personality questionnaires in modern-day psychology.




  To fully appreciate Eysenck’s astrological investigation, it is necessary to understand a little of his work into personality. Eysenck arranged for thousands of people to complete

  questionnaires about themselves, and then analysed the results using powerful statistical techniques designed to uncover the key dimensions on which people differed. The results revealed that

  people’s personalities are not nearly as complex as they first appear. In fact, according to Eysenck, they vary on only a handful of fundamental dimensions, the two most important of which he

  labelled ‘extroversion’ and ‘neuroticism’. The Eysenck Personality Inventory was designed to measure these traits, and contains about fifty statements. It asks people to

  indicate whether each statement describes them by circling either ‘Yes’ or ‘No’.




  The first of Eysenck’s personality dimensions, extroversion, is all about the level of energy with which people approach life. High on the scale are the ‘extroverts’. These

  people tend to be impulsive, optimistic, happy, enjoy the company of others, strive for instant gratification, have a wide circle of friends and acquaintances, and are more likely than others to

  cheat on their partner. At the other end of the scale come the ‘introverts’, who are far more considered, controlled, and reserved. Their social life revolves around a relatively small

  number of very close friends, and they prefer reading a good book to a night out on the town. Most people fall somewhere between these two extremes, and the Eysenck Personality Inventory measures

  people’s level of extroversion–introversion by presenting them with statements such as ‘I am the life of the party’ and ‘I feel comfortable around people’.




  The second dimension, neuroticism, concerns the degree to which a person is emotionally stable. High scorers tend to be prone to worry, have low self-esteem, set themselves unrealistic targets

  or goals, and frequently experience feelings of hostility and envy. In contrast, low scorers are far more calm, relaxed and resilient in the face of failure. They are skilled at using humour to

  reduce anxiety, and sometimes even thrive on stress. The Eysenck Personality Inventory measures people’s level of neuroticism using statements such as ‘I worry about things’ and

  ‘I get stressed out easily’.




  According to ancient astrological lore, six of the twelve signs of the zodiac are traditionally associated with extroversion (Aries, Gemini, Leo, Libra, Sagittarius, and Aquarius) and six with

  introversion (Taurus, Cancer, Virgo, Scorpio, Capricorn, and Pisces). Similarly, people born under the three ‘earth’ signs (Taurus, Virgo, and Capricorn) are seen as emotionally stable

  and practical, whilst those associated with the three ‘water’ signs (Cancer, Scorpio, and Pisces) should be far more neurotic.




  To find out if this really were the case, Eysenck teamed up with a respected British astrologer named Jeff Mayo. A few years before, Mayo had founded the Mayo School of Astrology, and rapidly

  gained a large following of students across the globe. Just over 2,000 of Mayo’s clients and students were asked to report their date of birth and complete the Eysenck Personality Inventory.

  Those sceptical about astrology expected the findings to reveal absolutely no relationship between participants’ personalities and ancient astrological lore. In contrast, proponents of

  astrology were confident that the positions of the heavens at the time of birth would have a predicable impact on people’s thinking and behaviour.




  Much to the surprise of the sceptics, the results were perfectly in line with astrological lore. Those born under the signs traditionally associated with extroversion did have slightly higher

  extroversion scores than others, and those born under the three water signs obtained significantly higher neuroticism scores than those born under the earth signs.9 The astrological journal Phenomena announced that these findings were ‘possibly the most important development for astrology in this

  century’.10




  But Eysenck became suspicious when he realized that the participants in his study already had a strong belief in astrology. Most people who have such beliefs are well aware of the type of person

  that astrology predicts they are meant to be, and he wondered whether this knowledge had undermined the study. Could his results have been due to his participants thinking they had the

  type of personality that they knew was associated with their star sign? Could psychology, rather than the position of the planets at the time of their birth, account for his remarkable results?




  Eysenck conducted two additional studies to explore this idea. The first involved people who were far less likely to have heard about the personality characteristics associated with different

  star signs – a group of 1,000 children. This time the results were dramatically different, and didn’t match the patterns predicted by astrological lore: the children’s levels of

  extroversion and neuroticism were completely unrelated to their star sign. To make absolutely certain, Eysenck ran a second birthdate–personality study with adults, but also assessed the

  amount that they knew about astrology. Those who knew a great deal about the effect that the planets should have on their personality did conform to the pattern predicted by astrology. In contrast,

  those who professed no knowledge showed no patterning. The conclusion was clear. The positions of the planets at the moment of a person’s birth had no magical effect on personality. Instead,

  many people who were well aware of the personality traits associated with their sign, had developed into the person predicted by the astrologers.11 When Eysenck presented these follow-up findings at a conference exploring science and astrology, his biographer noted that ‘. . . there was a strong feeling among some of

  the astrologers that Eysenck had first beguiled them with his patronage, and then betrayed them by bringing forward some ugly facts’.12




  This is not the only time that researchers have discovered evidence of people becoming the person that they ought to be. In the 1950s, psychologist Gustav Jahoda studied the lives of

  the Ashanti people in central Ghana. According to tradition, every Ashanti child receives a spiritual name that is based upon the day they are born, and each day is associated with a set of

  personality traits. Those born on a Monday are referred to as Kwadwo, and are traditionally seen as quiet, retiring, and peaceful. Children born on a Wednesday are referred to as

  Kwaku, and are expected to be badly behaved. Jahoda was curious to discover whether this early labelling could have a long-term impact on the self-image, and lives, of the Ashanti

  children. To find out, he examined the frequency with which people born on different days of the week appeared in juvenile court records. The results showed that the label given to a child at birth

  affected their behaviour, with significantly fewer Kwadwos, and more Kwakus, appearing in the records.13




  Did Eysenck’s results cause millions to alter their belief in heavenly influence? Apparently not. Instead, many proponents of astrology argued that the star signs provided merely a very

  rough guide to a person’s personality, and that real accuracy could be obtained only by carefully studying the precise moment that a person entered the world. It is a claim that has received

  a great deal of attention from researchers around the globe.




  Time twins and Pogo the Clown




  British researcher Geoffrey Dean is a quietly spoken, mild-mannered man who has dedicated his life to collecting, and collating any information that might allow him to assess

  the potential impact of the stars on human behaviour. He is in a unique position to carry out the work, being one of the very few scientific researchers in the world who used to earn his living as

  a professional astrologer.




  In 2000, I was invited to speak at an international science conference in Australia, and was delighted to discover that Geoffrey was on the same bill. During his talk, Geoffrey described his

  latest and largest project: an investigation that he referred to as the ‘definitive test’ of astrology. Like so many good ideas, this one was very simple. According to the claims of

  astrologers, the position of the planets at a person’s moment of birth predicts their personality, and key events in their lives. If this is the case, then people born at the same moment, and

  in the same place, should be almost identical to one another. In fact, they should, as Geoffrey noted, be ‘time twins’.




  There is some anecdotal evidence to support the idea. In the 1970s, astrological researchers trawled through a database of births, and noted that some people born within a few days of one

  another lead surprisingly similar lives. For instance, the French champion bicycle racers Paul Chacque and Leon Lével were born on 14 July 1910 and 12 July 1910 respectively. They were both

  highly successful in 1936, with Chacque winning the Bordeaux-Paris section of the Tour de France, and Lével winning the two mountain sections of the same race. In March 1949, Lével

  died when he fractured his skull in an accident on the Parc des Princes track. Chacque died from a similar injury, on the same track, in September of the same year.14




  Intriguing though cases like this are, they could simply be the result of chance, and so Geoffrey decided to carry-out more systematic work into the alleged phenomenon. He managed to uncover a

  database containing the details of just over 2,000 people born in London between 3 and 9 March in 1958. The database had been put together by a group of researchers studying people as they

  progressed through life, and contained the results of intelligence tests and personality questionnaires, administered at the ages of 11, 16 and 23. The precise time of birth for each person had

  been carefully recorded, with over 70 per cent of them being born within five minutes of one another. Geoffrey arranged the group in order of birth, and moved down the list, calculating the degree

  of similarity between each pair of people. Once again, the sceptics and proponents made very different predictions about what he would find. The sceptics thought that there would be no relationship

  between the test results of each pair of people on the list. In contrast, the astrologers expected to see the type of striking similarities found between the personalities of identical twins.




  This time, the sceptics were right. Geoffrey found little evidence of similarity between his time twins. People born at five minutes past eleven on 4 March 1958 were no more similar to their

  time twin born moments later than another person born days later.15




  Geoffrey has carried out many tests like this and the results have one thing in common – none of them provide any support for the claims of astrology.16 As a result, he sometimes describes himself as ‘the most hated person in astrology’, and is seen as something of a turncoat by modern-day astrologers – a

  man who has gone to the dark side by publicly declaring his scepticism about the impact of the heavens on our lives.




  Geoffrey’s research tends to be methodologically similar to the work carried out by Hans Eysenck, in that it usually involves the examination of large amounts of data in search of the type

  of patterns predicted by astrology. This is not, however, the only approach to testing the accuracy of heavenly predictions. Other researchers have examined the claims made by individual

  astrologers. One of the most unusual and striking examples of this approach was reported by a group of American researchers in the late 1980s, in a provocatively entitled article, ‘Astrology

  on Death Row’.17




  The researchers first found out the birth time, date, and place of the notorious serial murderer John Gacy. Gacy was a sadistic killer who received twelve death sentences and twenty-one life

  terms for the torture and killing of thirty-three men and boys. By dressing up as Pogo the Clown, and performing at children’s birthday parties in his spare time, Gacy may have given rise to

  the notion of the ‘evil’ clown. One of the researchers visited five professional astrologers, and presented Gacy’s details as his own. The researcher explained to each astrologer

  that he was interested in working with young people, and asked for a general personality reading and some career advice. The astrologers got it badly wrong. One encouraged the researcher to work

  with young people because he could ‘bring out their best qualities’. Another analysed the information provided and confidently predicted that the researcher’s life would be

  ‘very, very positive’. A third said that he was ‘kind, gentle, and considerate of others’ needs’.




  The work of Hans Eysenck, Geoffrey Dean, and others show that heavenly predictions often fall far short of the mark. In doing so, they leave us with a bigger mystery: Why do so many people

  believe in astrology?




  Professor Bertram Forer and the nightclub graphologist




  In the late 1940s, Professor Bertram Forer was busy devising novel ways of measuring personality. One evening Forer visited a nightclub, and was approached by a graphologist

  who offered to determine his personality on the basis of his handwriting. Forer declined the offer, but the chance encounter made him want to discover why large numbers of people were impressed

  with astrologers and graphologists. Forer could have carried on with his normal academic research. Curiosity got the better of him, however, and he decided to carry out an unusual experiment. It

  was an experiment that was to make him famous long after his mainstream work on personality faded into obscurity.




  Forer had the students in his introductory psychology class complete a personality test.18 One week later, each student was handed a

  sheet of paper and told that it contained a short description of their personality based on their test scores. Forer asked the students to examine the description carefully, assign it an accuracy

  rating by circling a number between 0 (poor) and 5 (perfect) on the sheet of paper, and then raise their hand if they thought the test had done a good job of measuring their personality.




  Let’s turn back the hands of time, and restage the experiment. Here is one of the descriptions that would have been handed to students in Forer’s study. Read it through and see if

  you think it is a fairly accurate description of your personality:




  

    

      You have a need for other people to like and admire you, and yet you tend to be critical of yourself. While you have some personality weaknesses you are generally able to

      compensate for them. You have considerable unused capacity that you have not turned to your advantage. Disciplined and self-controlled on the outside, you tend to be worrisome and insecure on

      the inside. At times you have serious doubts as to whether you have made the right decision or done the right thing. You prefer a certain amount of change and variety and become dissatisfied

      when hemmed in by restrictions and limitations. You also pride yourself as an independent thinker, and do not accept others’ statements without satisfactory proof. But you have found it

      unwise to be too frank in revealing yourself to others. At times you are extroverted, affable, and sociable, while at other times you are introverted, wary, and reserved. Some of your

      aspirations tend to be rather unrealistic.


    


  




  Forer’s students read the description, made their rating, and, one by one, started to raise their hands into the air. After a few moments, he was surprised to see

  virtually all of the students with their hands up. Why was Forer so amazed?




  As is sometimes the case with psychology experiments, Forer had not been entirely honest with his guinea pigs. The personality description that he had handed them was not based on their test

  scores. Instead, it came from a news-stand astrology book that he had picked up a few days before. More importantly, every student had received exactly the same personality description

  – the description that you read a few moments ago.




  Forer had simply gone through the astrology book, selected about ten or so sentences from different astrological readings, and glued them together to make a single description. Despite all being

  given the same personality description, 87 per cent of students had circled either 4 or 5 on the rating scale, indicating that they were extremely impressed with the accuracy of what they had read.

  The reading Forer created has become world famous, and has been used in thousands of psychology experiments and television shows.




  Forer’s results solved the mystery that had been bugging him since his chance meeting with the graphologist. Astrology and graphology do not actually need to be accurate in order

  to be seen as accurate. Instead, all you have to do is give people a very general statement about their personality, and their brains will trick them into believing that it is

  insightful.




  Immediately after conducting his study, Forer told his students that they had all received the same personality description, explained that the exercise had been ‘an object lesson to

  demonstrate the tendency to be overly impressed by vague statements’, and pointed out the ‘similarities between the demonstration and the activities of charlatans’. Apparently,

  most of Forer’s students were not too upset about being exposed as a tad gullible. Many of them bestowed on the psychology experiment the greatest honour that a student can give, asking Forer

  for a copy of the personality description so that they could play the same trick on their friends. Most psychologists would have left it there, but Forer devised one last twist in a final attempt

  to inflict further humiliation on his long-suffering class.




  Forer wondered whether his students would want to see themselves as astute, streetwise, and smart. If so, would their acceptance of vague personality statements have presented a real challenge

  to this aspect of their self-identity? Moreover, rather than go through the painful process of seeing themselves as they really are, would many take the easy option of simply denying to themselves

  that they were taken in by the demonstration?




  Three weeks later, Forer told his class that he had inadvertently erased their names from the rating sheets, and asked them to jot down honestly the ratings that they had assigned the original

  description. In reality, he had not lost the names at all, and so was able to compare the ratings each student had originally given the description with the rating they subsequently claimed that

  they had given it. Half of the students who had originally indicated that they thought the description was ‘perfect’ (assigning it the maximum score of 5) subsequently claimed

  that this was not the case and said that they had given it a lower rating. It seems that the most gullible people would rather fool themselves than face up to their gullibility.




  Enter Phineas Taylor Barnum




  In the 1950s, psychologist Paul Meehl christened Forer’s original finding ‘the Barnum Effect’, after American showman Phineas Taylor Barnum, who once famously

  said that any good circus should have something for everyone.19 Years of research have shown that almost everyone is prone to the Barnum

  Effect – men and women, young and old, believers in astrology and sceptics, students, and even personnel managers.20




  One of the most interesting follow-up studies was conducted by French researcher Michel Gauquelin.21 Gauquelin sent the birth details of

  Dr Marcel Petiot, a notorious French mass murderer, to a firm that used high-tech computers to generate allegedly accurate horoscopes. During the Second World War, Petiot told his victims that he

  was able to help them escape from Nazi-occupied France, but instead administered a lethal injection and watched them slowly die. Petiot later pleaded guilty to nineteen murders, and was guillotined

  in 1946. The computerized horoscope managed to miss all of the rather grisly aspects of Petiot’s life, and instead generated the same type of bland Barnum statements that had been used to

  such great effect by Forer, including:




  

    

      His adaptable and pliant character expresses itself through skill and efficiency; his dynamism finds support in a tendency towards order, control, balance. He is an

      organized and organizing person socially, materially and intellectually. He may appear as someone who submits to social norms, fond of propriety and endowed with a moral sense which is

      comforting – that of a worthy, right-thinking, middle-class citizen.


    


  




  Although Petiot was executed in 1946, the horoscope predicted that between 1970 and 1972 he would experience ‘a tendency to make commitments regarding his romantic

  life’.




  Inspired, Gauquelin then placed an advertisement in a well-known newspaper, offering free, computer-generated horoscopes. Over 150 people from all over France responded, and Gauquelin sent each

  one the reading based on the birth details of Petiot. He also asked them to rate the degree to which the horoscope presented an accurate description of their personality. Ninety-four per cent of

  recipients said that it was accurate. One person wrote to Gauquelin, noting, ‘The work done by this machine is marvellous . . . I would go so far as to say extraordinary,’ whilst

  another wrote, ‘It is absolutely bewildering that an electronic machine is able to probe people’s character and future.’ Some people were so impressed that they offered to pay

  Gauquelin for a more detailed analysis.




  So why are so many people taken in by these types of readings?




  People endorse many of the statements because they are true for the vast majority of the population. After all, who hasn’t had serious doubts about an important decision, would deny

  wanting other people to admire them, or doesn’t strive for a sense of security? Even specific-sounding statements can be true of a surprisingly large percentage of the population. A few years

  ago by a colleague of mine, psychologist Susan Blackmore, surveyed just over 6,000 people, asking them about the sorts of seemingly specific statements that crop up in psychic readings, such as,

  ‘You have someone in your family named Jack’.22 She discovered that about a third of people have a scar on their left knee,

  another third own a tape or CD of Handel’s Water Music, a fifth had a ‘Jack’ in the family, and about one in ten had spent the previous night dreaming about someone they

  hadn’t seen for years. It seems that many Barnum statements appear accurate because most people tend to think and behave in surprisingly predictable ways.




  Then there is the ‘flattery effect’. Most people are more than willing to believe anything that puts them in a positive light, and thus endorse statements suggesting that they have a

  great deal of unused capacity or are independent thinkers. This effect explains why half of the population is especially accepting of astrology. The twelve signs of the zodiac are traditionally

  split into the six ‘positive’ signs (Aries, Gemini, Leo, Libra, Sagittarius, and Aquarius) and six ‘negative’ signs (Taurus, Cancer, Virgo, Scorpio, Capricorn, and Pisces).

  The traits associated with the positive signs tend to be more favourable than those associated with the negative signs. Those born into Libra are traditionally seen as the type of people who seek

  peace and beauty, whilst Taureans are viewed as more materialistic and easily upset. Psychologist Margaret Hamilton from the University of Wisconsin asked people to give their date of birth, and

  rate the degree to which they believed in astrology on a seven-point scale. As predicted by the ‘flattery effect’, those born under ‘positive’ signs were significantly more

  likely to believe in astrology than those born under ‘negative’ signs.23




  The work of Forer, and those who have followed in his footsteps, demonstrates how horoscopes have fooled millions of people over thousands of years. Astrologers can produce any old tosh and,

  providing it is sufficiently vague and flattering, the majority of people will tick the ‘highly accurate’ box. So, given that the scientific evidence in favour of astrology is less than

  overwhelming, it would be tempting to conclude that there is no real science associated with a person’s date of birth.




  Tempting, but wrong.




  The scientific study of time and mind




  Chronopsychology is a new, and still relatively obscure, scientific discipline devoted to the study of time and mind. Much of the work in this area is concerned with circadian

  rhythms, shift work, and jet lag.




  In 1962, French caver and geologist Michel Siffre decided to spend two months entirely below ground, tracking the movement of a glacier through an underground ice cave.24 Rather than simply sit there taking measurements and twiddling his thumbs, Siffre made the most of his subterranean isolation by carrying out a unique

  experiment into the psychology of time. Siffre decided not to take any type of clock with him into the cave, and so forced himself to rely entirely on his own body clock to decide when to fall

  asleep and when to be awake. Siffre’s only link to the outside world was a telephone that provided a direct line to a team of researchers above ground. Siffre called the team whenever he was

  going to sleep and when he woke up, and from time to time during his waking hours. Each time, the experimenters above ground did not give him any indication of the real time. Deprived of any

  daylight for over sixty days in his small nylon tent 375 feet below ground, Siffre’s telephone calls showed that his ability to judge time became radically distorted. Towards the end of the

  experiment he would telephone the surface, convinced that only an hour had gone by since his previous call – whereas in reality, several hours had elapsed. When he was brought back out of the

  cave after two months, Siffre was convinced that the experiment had been terminated early, and that it was only in its thirty-fourth day. The experiment provided a striking illustration of how

  daylight helps our internal clocks to keep accurate time.




  Other chronopsychological work has examined ways of minimizing the effects of perhaps the most common and annoying form of disruption faced by the modern-day body clock – jet lag. One of

  the more unusual and controversial studies in this area was carried out in the late 1990s by Scott Campbell and Patricia Murphy of Cornell University, and involved shining lights on the back of

  people’s knees.25 Previous work had shown that shining light into people’s eyes fools the brain into speeding up or slowing down

  their biological clock, and so can help to overcome the effects of jet lag. Campbell and Murphy wondered whether people might detect similar signals from other parts of their body. As the back of

  the knee contains a large number of blood vessels very close to the surface of the skin, they decided to test their hypothesis by applying light to the region using specially designed halogen

  lamps. In a small-scale study, they found evidence that light applied to the back of the knee matched the biological-clock-altering ability of light shone directly into the eyes.




  So what is the link between the ideas underpinning astrology and this fascinating scientific area of study? Not all chronopsychology is about spending months in caves and shining light on the

  backs of people’s knees. Another branch of this obscure discipline has involved a small number of scientists examining the subtle influence that people’s birthdays may exert over the

  way in which they think and behave.




  The concept behind this unusual branch of behavioural science is beautifully illustrated by the work of Dutch psychologist Ad Dudink.26

  After analysing the birthdays of just under 3,000 English professional football players, Dudink found that twice as many were born between September and November as were born between June and

  August. It seemed that a person’s date of birth predicted their sporting success. Some may have viewed the result as compelling evidence for astrology, arguing that the planetary positions

  associated with Virgo, Libra, Scorpio, and Sagittarius play a key role in creating successful athletes. There is, however, a more interesting and down-to-earth explanation for Dudink’s

  curious finding.




  At the time of his analysis in the early 1990s, budding English footballers were eligible to play professionally only if they were at least 17 years old when the season started, which was in

  August. Potential players born between September and November would therefore have been about ten months older, and more physically mature, than those born between June and August. These extra few

  months proved a real bonus when it came to the strength, endurance and speed needed to play football, with the result that those born between September and November were more likely to be picked to

  play at a professional level.




  Years of research have revealed an overwhelming amount of evidence for the effect in many different sporting arenas. Regardless of when a sporting season starts, there is an excess of athletes

  whose month of birth falls in the first few months of that season. From American Major League baseball to British county cricket, Canadian ice hockey to Brazilian soccer, the month of birth of

  athletes is related to their sporting success.27




  Such chronopsychological effects are not limited to the lives of professional athletes. They also influence a factor that plays a key role in everyone’s life – their luck.




  Born lucky?




  Are you lucky or unlucky? Why do some people always seem to be in the right place at the right time, whilst others attract little but bad fortune? Can people change their luck?

  About ten years ago, I decided to answer these types of intriguing questions by carrying out research into the psychology of luck. As a result, I have worked with about 1,000 exceptionally lucky

  and unlucky people drawn from all walks of life.28




  The differences between the lives of the lucky and unlucky people are as consistent as they are remarkable. Lucky people always seem to be in the right place at the right time, fall on their

  feet, and appear to have an uncanny ability to live a charmed life. Unlucky people are the exact opposite. Their lives tend to be a catalogue of failure and despair, and they are convinced that

  their misfortune is not of their own making. One of the unluckiest people in the study is Susan, a 34-year-old care assistant from Blackpool. Susan is exceptionally unlucky in love. She once

  arranged to meet a man on a blind date, but her potential beau had a motorcycle accident on the way to their meeting, and broke both of his legs. Her next date walked into a glass door and broke

  his nose. A few years later, when she had found someone to marry, the church in which she intended to hold the wedding was burnt down by arsonists just before her big day. Susan has also

  experienced an amazing catalogue of accidents. In one especially bad run of luck, she reported having eight car accidents in a single fifty-mile journey.




  I wondered if good and bad fortune really was chance, or if psychology could account for these dramatically different lives, and so designed a series of studies to investigate. In one especially

  memorable study, I gave some volunteers a newspaper and asked them to look through it and tell me how many photographs were inside. What I didn’t tell them was that halfway through the

  newspaper I had placed an unexpected opportunity. This ‘opportunity’ took up half of the page and announced, in huge type, ‘Win £100 by telling the experimenter you have

  seen this.’ The unlucky people tended to be so focused on the counting of the photographs that they failed to notice the opportunity. In contrast, the lucky people were more relaxed, saw the

  bigger picture, and so spotted a chance to win £100. It was a simple demonstration of how lucky people can create their good fortune by being more able to make the most of an unexpected

  opportunity.




  Results like this revealed that the volunteers were making much of their good and bad luck by the way they were thinking and behaving. The lucky people were optimistic, energetic, and open to

  new opportunities and experiences. In contrast, the unlucky people were more withdrawn, clumsy, anxious about life, and unwilling to make the most of the opportunities that came their way.




  Some of my most recent work in the area has taken a chronopsychological turn, exploring whether there is any truth to the old adage that some people are actually born lucky.29 The project had its roots in a rather curious email that I received in 2004 from Professor Jayanti Chotai, a researcher at the University Hospital in

  Umeå in Sweden.




  Much of Jayanti’s work examines the relationship between people’s date of birth and many different aspects of their psychological and physical well-being. In one of his studies,

  Jayanti had asked a group of about 2,000 people to complete a questionnaire measuring the degree to which they described themselves as sensation-seekers, and then looked to see whether there was

  any relationship between their questionnaire scores and month of birth.30 Novelty and sensation-seeking are fundamental aspects of our

  personalities. Very high sensation-seekers can’t stand watching movies that they have seen before, enjoy being around unpredictable people, and are attracted to dangerous sports such as

  mountain-climbing or bungee rope-jumping. In contrast, very low sensation-seekers like to see the same movies again and again, enjoy the comfortable familiarity of old friends, and don’t like

  visiting places that they haven’t been to before. Jayanti’s results suggested that sensation-seekers tended to be born in the summer, whilst those more comfortable with the familiar

  were likely to be born in the winter.




  Jayanti’s email explained that he had read about my work on the link between personality and luck, and wondered whether some people were actually born lucky. It was an intriguing idea, and

  the two of us decided to team up and discover if there was any truth in the expression.




  Jayanti’s previous work had suggested that the relationship between people’s month of birth and personality was real, but small. To detect very small effects we needed to carry out

  an experiment involving thousands of people. We also knew that that wasn’t going to be easy. Getting even a few hundred students to participate in research is often problematic, and we needed

  thousands of people from all walks of life to take part if we were to have any chance of finding what we were looking for. Luckily, help was at hand.




  The Edinburgh International Science Festival in Scotland is one of the oldest science festivals in the world, and the largest in Europe. By making the experiment part of the festival, it would

  stand a good chance of attracting the large numbers of people needed. The festival organizers gave us the green light, and we set up a simple website where people could enter their date of birth,

  and then answer a standard questionnaire that I had devised to assess their level of luck.
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