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Dedication

To all the relationships I’ve screwed up.

(I’d list them, but I only get one page for the dedication.)




Epigraph

Henry Thomas Buckle once said:

“Great minds discuss ideas; average minds discuss events; small minds discuss people.”

I’m here to discuss people.
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Introduction

Nobody’s been shot yet. Yeah, I know, those aren’t the most reassuring words you’ve ever heard, but from where I’m sitting, they’re downright optimistic.

Two guys tried to rob a convenience store, but the cashier hit the silent alarm. Police arrived, bad guys went barricade and took the cashier hostage. The Emergency Services Unit—a fancy way of saying SWAT—is now stacked up outside. NYPD’s Hostage Negotiation Team has established contact.

Oh, and HNT has a special guest today. That’s me. Hi. For most of my life I’ve been afraid of getting emails that read “From Detective Thompson, NYPD,” but I wanted to write a book on dealing with people and this seemed like a fun way to learn. Now I’m here. “Fun” is not the first word that comes to mind. SWAT teams are mobilized, lives are on the line, and I’m wishing I had opted instead to spend the weekend at some new-agey relationship seminar where fewer guns are pointed at people. I do all my own stunts, folks. The next five minutes are going to be the most stressful ten years of my life.

Oddly, the guy on the other end of the phone seems pretty nice. But it’s way too early to feel any kind of good about things. The first half hour of a hostage negotiation is the most dangerous. There’s no rapport, no transference, no anything to act as a buffer if things go sideways. Just adrenaline and fear.

As the negotiator starts talking with him, I quiz myself on proper procedure: Slow it down. Use active listening. Voice tone is important. Remember that your actions are contagious. But the single most important thing right now is: keep them talking. Because if they’re talking to you, they’re not shooting people. Unfortunately, he’s no longer talking to us. The line just went dead. Things cannot get worse . . .

So, of course, they do. He calls back. But it’s not the same he. It’s someone else. Someone who’s speaking quickly and cursing a blue streak. I can’t even follow everything this guy is saying. I do catch references to being an alum of the penal system, and killing two people years ago, along with a Whitman’s Sampler of other felonies.

“Don’t freak out,” I tell myself, totally freaking out. At the end of movies they always say, “No animals were harmed in the making of this motion picture.” My disclaimer might have to read, “Very few people were harmed in the writing of this book.”

The negotiator responds to the suspect: “Sounds like you’re frustrated.” Yeah, that’s an epic understatement, but it’s also a fundamental active listening technique: labeling. Giving the hostage taker’s emotion a name. Neuroscience research by Matthew Lieberman at UCLA has validated that labeling dampens powerful emotions. It also builds rapport by showing someone you’re on their wavelength.

“I am frustrated! You got an entire SWAT team out there?!? My nephew’s scared to death!”

“Nephew?” Mirroring. Another pillar of active listening. In the form of a question, repeat the last thing they said. Keep ’em talking. And all the while you’re getting more information and building rapport.

“Yeah, you just talked to him . . . Look, I can’t handle being out of prison. But I don’t want that for him.”

“Sounds like you’re concerned. For his future. You want him to get out of there safely.” More labeling. More rapport. And slowly inching him in the direction you want this to go.

As they keep talking, the tone gradually shifts. The hostility starts to dissolve, and it’s almost like they’re working together to solve this problem. It’s not long before the suspect sends the cashier out. Then his nephew. And soon after, he’s surrendering.

Seeing the power of active listening in action hits me like a Frisbee to the face. I feel like I just watched a magic act, but instead of the magician reaching into the hat and pulling out a rabbit, he pulled out a Lexus. This method not only changes minds, it gets people to drop guns and accept prison sentences. I’m thrilled. Thrilled that I have the key to my next book and thrilled that it wasn’t me on the phone.

The negotiator turns to me: “Eric, your turn to be on the phone.”

Oh, did I forget to mention that this was a training simulation? Oopsie. (Please don’t call me an “unreliable narrator”; it’ll make my mother think I’m an author who doesn’t pay his rent on time.) Despite this being “fake,” there’s a good reason my adrenaline was spiking. The NYPD’s training facility is spectacular. It’s the size of an airport terminal and reminiscent of a Hollywood studio backlot. There are realistic sets for the most common hostage incident locations: a bank lobby, a police intake unit, a rooftop jumper scenario, and a convenience store (complete with Oreos). Professional actors play the roles of perpetrators and hostages. They take this more seriously than I’ve ever taken anything. And rightfully so. (In fact, at the request of the NYPD, I altered some elements of the scenario to keep their training protocols confidential.)

After a generous dose of simulated terror, I couldn’t feel better. I climbed the mountaintop to study with the Zen masters of people skills and achieved relationship enlightenment. I’m still over the moon as we’re hanging out after training. I found the skeleton key to human communication: active listening. Now I know what everyone needs to improve their relationships at home . . .

“By the way, this stuff doesn’t work at home.” It was one of the negotiators.

Huh? I think my heart just stopped.

“With your spouse. These techniques won’t work at home with your spouse.” Another negotiator nods and chuckles as if to say “Ain’t that the truth.” My jaw drops. Along with my will to live. So this incredible system for dealing with people won’t work when your wife is angry or your husband is being a jerk? It can save a life but not a marriage? I want to scream at them: Don’t you realize I have a book to write and need answers that make for good sound-bites?

But I don’t. I take a deep breath. I may not know a lot about dealing with gun-toting bank robbers, but I know a fair amount about psychology. And pretty much every form of marriage therapy recommends active listening during conflict. I go back to my hotel and double-check. And I’m right. It is recommended by everyone . . .

It just doesn’t work. Every marriage therapist (and me) is wrong. The hostage negotiators are right. John Gottman, professor emeritus of psychology at University of Washington, actually put it to the test. Active listening sounds great. And it works well in scenarios like hostage negotiation or therapy where the practitioner is a third party and has some distance from the problem. But marital arguments are different; they’re about you not taking out the trash. Mirroring, labeling, and accepting all emotions when you’re being screamed at by your spouse are about as natural as telling someone not to run away or hit back when physically assaulted. Gottman found that people just couldn’t do it in the heat of the moment. And in follow-up studies, with the few couples who actually could actively listen, it showed only short-term benefits. Couples quickly relapsed.

In hostage negotiation short-term benefits are fine. Works long enough to get the guy in handcuffs? Perfect. But in a marriage that will (hopefully) last longer than hours or days, it’s a disaster. Therapists recommended it, but until Gottman, nobody had actually tested it. Except the hostage negotiators. Maybe that’s why research shows that only 18–25 percent of couples report any improvements one year after marriage therapy.

Note to self: something designed for terrorists and emotionally disturbed people isn’t perfect for your family. (Okay, maybe something designed for terrorists and emotionally disturbed people is perfect for your family, but I’m not going to assume.) Humans are complex. Three-dimensional chess complex. And it was naive of me to think that something so complex would have a simple skeleton key.

What I assumed about dealing with people was wrong. What all the marriage therapists believed was wrong. And a lot of what you think you know about relationships is wrong. Relax, it’s not your fault. We’ve been getting conflicting information all our lives:


	Do “clothes make the man”? But they told me “don’t judge a book by its cover”?

	Do “birds of a feather flock together”? Wait, I heard “opposites attract”?

	You should “just be yourself.” Or is it “when in Rome, do as the Romans do”?



Of course we’re confused and believe silly things. How could we not? But this is vitally important stuff. And I don’t mean in some saccharine Hallmark card sorta way. Consider this: the Grant Study at Harvard Medical School has been following a group of 268 men for over eighty years. The amount of data accumulated on them could fill rooms, and the insights about what makes for a long, happy life are plentiful. Yet when George Vaillant, who led the study for much of his own life, was asked what he learned from decades of studying these men, he replied with one sentence:

That the only thing that really matters in life are your relationships to other people.

It seems absurd that so much research could be reduced to a single sentence. But it rings true. We spend so much time chasing the shallow things in life. But when tragedy strikes, or late at night when your brain asks too many questions, we know it’s the relationships that matter most. Whom can I trust? Does anyone really know me? Does anyone really care? If you think of your happiest moments, they will be about people. The most painful moments will too. Our relationships to others make or break our lives.

So humans have been dealing with humans for thousands of years—and we still can’t get it right. How do we not have good answers to this stuff? The single most important thing in life is left to innate ability, hearsay, and the little insight we can slowly grind out learning brutally through pain and rejection. Some might say that there are plenty of texts on the subject, but the words relationship book are usually muttered in the same tone as infomercial. We know full well that most of those are specious opinion at best, with a Magic-8-Ball-level of scientific accuracy. We need real answers.

Sigmund Freud said, “Love and work are the cornerstones of our humanness.” My first book was about work. I played MythBusters with the maxims of success we all grew up with to see if they were really true. (Luckily, that book was a bestseller, because if you write a book about success and it’s not successful, well, I can’t think of any greater proof that you don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.) And now, here, we’re gonna cover the first half of Freud’s statement. Relationships.

This book is about what we get wrong when it comes to relationships and how we can be a bit more right. We’re gonna test those maxims we grew up with and see if they hold water, scientifically:


	Can you “judge a book by its cover”? Or is that something only Sherlock Holmes can do on TV?

	Is “a friend in need a friend indeed”? And what does that phrase really even mean?

	Does “love conquer all”? Or are divorce rates so high for a depressingly accurate reason?

	Is “no man an island”? (I have always felt that I was more of an archipelago, honestly.)



We’ll leverage the best evidence available—no platitudes or magical thinking. (I don’t believe in blowing on the dice for luck before you roll. I believe in card counting.) And we’ll look at multiple sides of the issue before we render a verdict. What we’ll find is surprising and counterintuitive. It’s gonna shake the Etch A Sketch on conventional wisdom. We’re gonna bust the myths, get the real answers, and then learn how we can use that information to live lives filled with love, warmth, and kindness—all without choking anyone in the process.

I’ve spent the past decade studying the science of human behavior on my blog, Barking Up the Wrong Tree. I’ve earned a bunch of fancy degrees, and I even survived growing up in New Jersey. But those aren’t the reasons you should trust me to be your Virgil on this tour of the relationship Inferno.

I’ve been called a lot of things in this life, but “a people person” isn’t one of them. Agreeableness is among the five fundamental traits that psychologists use to evaluate someone’s personality. On that attribute I scored a four . . . out of one hundred. Oof. Relationship-wise I have been driving through life with the parking brake on. One reason I started studying social psychology is that I have never been good with people and I wanted to understand why. So this is not a I’m a guru, do what I do book. This is a I had no idea what I was doing so I talked to a lot of people way smarter than both you and me to get some solid information book. However much you may feel that you need these answers, however much you may have failed with relationships, been a loner, an outsider, or just someone for whom it all just never clicked—I am right there with you. We’re going on this journey together.

We’ll see that the fundamental core of relationships is the stories our brains weave to create identity, agency, and community—and how those stories not only bind us together but can tear us apart if we’re not careful.

And then I’ll explain the meaning of life. Seriously. (Let it never be said that Patricia Barker raised an unambitious son.)

Relationships bring us the highest of highs and the lowest of oh-my-god-I-never-guessed-it-could-get-this-low lows. We all fear being vulnerable or embarrassed. At times we wonder if we’re cursed or broken. We cannot stop the waves, but we can learn to surf. Whether you’re already good with people or you’re a socially anxious introvert, we can all build better friendships, find love, reignite love, and get closer to others in this age of increasing emotional distance and loneliness.

Often our problems with others start with our inaccurate perception of them. We’ve all gotten burned trying to judge people’s character. Can we learn to size up people accurately? To know what’s on their minds—scientifically? To detect lies? Read body language? (And cover it all in under sixty pages?)

Simply put: Can we “judge a book by its cover”?

Let’s start there . . .




Part 1

Can You “Judge a Book by Its Cover”?
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His eighteen-year-old daughter had vanished a week ago, and the police had nothing.

On February 13, 1917, Henry Cruger’s daughter Ruth had gone to get her ice skates sharpened and never returned. Despite assurances from the highest levels that the case was a priority, police leads had immediately gone cold. And as if that weren’t enough pain, the newspapers were in a feeding frenzy. A girl from a prominent, wealthy family had gone missing? The media couldn’t get enough.

His wife would wail at night. Not that he had been sleeping either. But Henry Cruger was not the kind of man to give up. He was wealthy. He was powerful. And he knew he would find his little girl. Because he had just hired the greatest detective there was.

This man wasn’t a police officer. This man’s detective work had recently saved someone from a death sentence. This man was a master of disguise. This man was a former US district attorney. And this man had done all of this while facing opposition and challenges that no man in 1917 faced. Because at the beginning of the twentieth century, the greatest detective in America was no man at all.

Her name was Grace Humiston. And it wouldn’t be long before New York’s newspapers were referring to her as “Mrs. Sherlock Holmes.” Comparisons to that fictional character were all too apt—because her life sounds straight out of a detective novel. Grace only wore black. She took all cases pro bono. Since the law schools at Harvard and Columbia still didn’t accept women, she went to NYU. There were only one thousand female lawyers in the US when she passed the bar in 1905.

Grace established her own firm that represented poor immigrants, helping them fight employers and slumlords who exploited them. She received death threats as often as you get junk mail. When immigrant men desperate for work began vanishing in the Deep South, she went undercover and exposed a peonage conspiracy that led to a national scandal. At twenty-seven she became the first female US district attorney. Not bad for someone who, as a woman, still couldn’t even vote.

But with the Ruth Cruger investigation, Grace would have her work cut out for her. Not only had the case gone cold but so had the story. The newspapers had exhausted their scandalous speculation and turned their focus to World War I, which was raging in Europe. There would be no help coming. But even Sherlock needs a Watson.

It was while working for the Department of Justice that Grace met “Kronnie.” Julius J. Kron had a reputation for being a tad too aggressive—and maybe a tad too honest—for a government job. That suited Grace just fine. A former Pinkerton detective with a deep facial scar, he was never without his revolver. And Kronnie was quite good at ensuring the death threats Grace frequently received remained just that—merely threats. As for the Cruger case, Kronnie was the father of three girls himself. He didn’t need any convincing. They got to work.

The two checked every hospital and morgue in the city but came up empty. The only thing remotely resembling a suspect was Alfredo Cocchi. He owned the store where Ruth had gone to have her ice skates sharpened the day she vanished. The police interrogated him but discovered nothing. They had eliminated him as a suspect. Twice, actually. As a recent Italian immigrant, Cocchi feared that a mob would come for him and had returned to his home country. There just wasn’t much to go on. They went for five weeks without so much as one new lead.

But Grace wasn’t giving up. She was convinced the police had missed something. She and Kronnie split up to redo the entire investigation. Kronnie took his “persuasion” abilities to the street to find out more about Cocchi, while Grace reviewed every shred of evidence there was about the case until she knew it inside and out.

Talking to locals, Kronnie found out there was more to Cocchi than the police had discovered. His shop had been a hangout for gamblers and lowlifes. And Cocchi liked girls. A lot. He would lure them down to the cellar for after-hours drinking sessions. It was rumored he arranged “meetings” between young women and his clients. And there had been assaults. Nobody said a word to the police because they didn’t want their daughters’ reputations sullied.

Meanwhile, Grace reviewed the police files and found something that had never hit the papers: when Cocchi first spoke to the cops, his face and hands had fierce scratches on them. That was the final straw. She’d never laid eyes on Cocchi, but Grace knew he was the one. She would have to get into that cellar to prove it.

But Mrs. Cocchi wasn’t having it. She had resisted every new attempt to search the store since her husband fled. She even threatened Kronnie with a hammer. Since the police had already searched the shop, there was no way Grace could get a warrant, so instead she got a deed. Working through an intermediary, she actually purchased the store from Mrs. Cocchi. And there was no way to block the new owner from checking out her own cellar.

Grace, Kronnie, and a few workmen descended the cold, dark steps. For a workshop, it was eerily empty. There was only a single piece of furniture: Cocchi’s workbench. The workmen heaved it to the side. Beneath it, the floorboards had been ripped away.

Embedded in the concrete was a door. Kronnie opened it and looked down into the darkness. It was like staring into ink. There was no way to see what was down there. He didn’t hesitate. Kronnie jumped down into the darkness and landed on . . . something.

A body. One so badly decomposed it was impossible to identify. Limbs bound. Head caved in. And then Grace saw them . . . a pair of ice skates. Crusted over with dried blood.

On October 29, 1920, in his native Italy, Alfredo Cocchi was convicted of the murder of Ruth Cruger. Grace never even met Cocchi, but she knew he was the one and proved it. She must have used Sherlock Holmes–style deduction, right?

Wrong. According to Brad Ricca, author of Mrs. Sherlock Holmes, Grace laughed at the suggestion and replied, “No, I never read Sherlock Holmes. In fact, I am not a believer in deduction. Common sense and persistence will always solve a mystery. You never need theatricals, nor Dr. Watsons, if you stick to a case.”

So the real person most similar to Sherlock Holmes didn’t need people-reading skills to solve her toughest case. She never even laid eyes on the perpetrator. Does the ability to accurately size people up exist only in fiction?

No, but before we learn how to do it right, we need to discover the secret behind what we’ve been doing wrong . . .

* * *

Who has to analyze people’s personalities with very little information when the stakes are ultra-ultra-high? What do we consider the gold standard of breaking people’s behavior down when you don’t have their cooperation and lives are on the line?

I’d say profiling serial killers. No small investment of time, energy, or money has been put into building this system of personality analysis. The FBI’s Behavioral Science Unit has been working on this stuff since its inception in 1972. Sounds like a great starting point for learning how to judge a book by its cover, right? There’s just one minor problem . . .

Profiling doesn’t work. It’s pseudoscience.

You’d probably do just as good a job yourself with no training. In 2002, work by three researchers, Kocsis, Hayes, and Irwin, showed that college chemistry majors produced more valid profiles than trained homicide investigators. Ouch. A 2003 study gave one group of police a real profile done by professionals and another group of police a fake profile of a fictional offender. Nope—they couldn’t tell the difference. And a 2007 meta-analysis (a roundup of all the research on a topic to get a big-picture view) said: “Profilers do not decisively outperform other groups when predicting the characteristics of an unknown criminal.”

The UK government looked at 184 crimes that leveraged profiling and determined that the profile was helpful just 2.7 percent of the time. Maybe you’re wondering why an American author is citing British stats? Because the FBI refuses to even provide this type of data. How often does profiling work for them? They won’t say.

Despite all this, people think profiling is useful. In fact, 86 percent of surveyed psychologists involved in legal cases do. You probably thought it was useful until five minutes ago.

How could a system so relied on at the highest levels for something as serious as murder be almost useless? How did we all get fooled? Turns out it’s not as big a surprise as you might think. A lot of people get fooled by astrology and fake psychics, right? I know, you’re probably thinking, “That’s totally different.” Actually, no. It’s the same. Exactly the same, in fact.

In psychology it’s known as “the Forer effect,” or by the more telling name, “the Barnum effect.” Yes, after P. T. Barnum, the infamous huckster. In 1948, Bertram Forer, a college professor, gave a written personality test to his students. A week later he gave them each a custom profile describing their unique personality based on the results. Forer asked them to rate the profile between 0 and 5, 5 being most accurate. The class average was a 4.3, with only one student giving it less than a 4. And then Forer told them the truth . . . they had all received the exact same profile. Yet every one of them had looked at the dossier and said, “Yup, that’s uniquely true of me.” Know where Forer got the profile from? An astrology book.

And the Barnum effect has been seen again and again in studies. It’s a common error our brains make. Noted Cornell psychologist Thomas Gilovich defines it: “The Barnum effect refers to the tendency for people to accept as uncannily descriptive of themselves the same generally worded assessment as long as they believe it was written specifically for them on the basis of some ‘diagnostic’ instrument such as a horoscope or personality inventory.”

The key issue here is what statisticians call “base rates.” Simply put, base rates tell you how common something is on average. The base rate for “having made a phone call” is absurdly high. The base rate for having completed a spacewalk for NASA is extremely low. So, knowing that someone has made a phone call isn’t very helpful in narrowing a group of people down, while knowing someone has completed a spacewalk could take the population of the planet and reduce it to just a few people.

Police profiles (unintentionally) leverage high base-rate statements, just like the Forer experiment did. If most people want to be liked, telling someone they want to be liked has a high likelihood of being correct, but isn’t terribly insightful. Want to make a legit-seeming criminal profile? Take some high base-rate facts (75 percent of US serial killers are Caucasian, 90 percent are male). Then throw in some unverifiable stuff where you can’t be wrong. (“He has deviant sexual fantasies, but may be reluctant to admit it.”) Finally, add a few random guesses. (“He still lives with his mom and always dresses casually.”) If you’re wrong on those guesses, they’ll be glossed over—but if you get lucky, you look like a genius. And a 2003 study found exactly that. Researchers created a profile consisting of vague assertions to deliberately leverage the Barnum effect. Police officers judged it to be as accurate as a real profile.

Forer fooled his students, and it turns out criminal profiling has been fooling us all. When we’re told some vague quality with a high base rate conveys a relevant story, we want it to be true. In fact, we look for evidence to make it true. And we have a strong bias toward remembering things that confirm our beliefs and forgetting things that don’t.

People turn to crystal balls and tarot cards not for hard answers but for a story that gives them a feeling of control over their lives. Phony psychics and stage magicians use a system called “cold reading” that leverages the Barnum effect and base rates to make it seem like they can read minds and predict the future. And our minds conspire to make the stories they tell us seem true. The mentalist Stanley Jaks demonstrated this by reading people’s fortunes and telling them the opposite of what standard palm reading would have said. The result? Didn’t matter. People believed it just as much.

As Malcolm Gladwell explained in a 2007 New Yorker piece, that’s basically what profiling is: unintentional cold reading. Laurence Alison, one of the leading researchers on the ineffectiveness of profiling, even quotes a study on psychic readings comparing it to profiling: “Once the client is actively engaged in trying to make sense of the series of sometimes contradictory statements issuing from the reader, he becomes a creative problem solver trying to find coherence and meaning in the total set of statements.” We’re not objectively evaluating what we hear; we’re active participants in trying to make the puzzle piece fit. Rationalizing. Excusing. Accepting something vague as “close enough.”

Maybe you think anyone who believes in tarot cards or crystal balls has a hockey score IQ, but we’re all affected by this bias to one degree or another. There’s a fundamental reason why astrologers outnumber astronomers. As Gilovich explains, humans are prone to seeing meaning where there is none. Emotionally, we want a feeling of control over the world around us. We desperately need the world to at least seem to make sense. And for that we need a story, even if it’s not true: “Oh, my relationship ended because Mercury is in Gatorade.”

The real challenge in analyzing people often isn’t with them; it’s with us. Yes, decoding the behavior of others is difficult, but the hidden problem, the one we rarely realize and never address, is that our own brains are often working against us. We think the secret to reading people is learning some special magic indicator in body language or lie detection. But the primary thing we have to contend with is our own cognitive biases. That’s what we really need to overcome . . .
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In 1891 Wilhelm von Osten realized his horse, Hans, was a genius. Okay, okay, not Albert-Einstein-genius but genius for a horse. Hans would become one of the most famous horses ever and be responsible for a tremendous advancement in the history of science . . . but, um, not in the way von Osten expected or desired.

Von Osten deeply believed the intelligence of animals had been underestimated. He was so serious about this that he began teaching math to his horse, Hans, using sugar lumps and carrots as rewards for correct answers. He would do this every day . . . for the next four years. (And you think you have crazy neighbors.) But could a horse really learn like a person? Or was this all as ridiculous as it sounds?

Well, after four long years of training, von Osten held his first public exhibition of Hans’s skill. A crowd was gathered in front of the stage. Von Osten turned to Hans and said, “What’s two plus one?” Hans stomped his foot three times. Smiles of amusement throughout the crowd. “What’s the square root of sixteen?” Hans stomped four times. The smiles were replaced by surprise. “What day of the month will this Wednesday be?” Hans stomped nine times. Gasps from the crowd.

And then they did fractions. Hans told the time. He counted the audience members. He even counted the number of audience members wearing glasses. Some would later estimate that Hans had the math skills of a fourteen-year-old human. And he didn’t merely respond to verbal commands. Von Osten wrote the number “3” on a blackboard, and stomp-stomp-stomp was the reply.

By coding the alphabet to numbers (A = 1, B = 2, etc.), Hans was able to spell words and answer questions. He could identify colors, playing cards, and people in the crowd. Play a song and he could name the composer. Show him a painting and he named the painter. Hans wasn’t perfect, but he was correct roughly nine times out of ten.

It didn’t take long for word to spread about the horse dubbed “Clever Hans.” Von Osten took him on tour, and soon he was stomping for bigger and bigger crowds every week. Hans became a sensation. And people far beyond Germany’s borders started to take notice. But there were skeptics, of course. Was von Osten giving him the answers? Was the whole thing rigged? Finally, Hans became so famous that the government stepped in to test the miracle horse.

In 1904 Germany’s Board of Education formed the Hans Commission. And, as the New York Times would report, the commission found no fraud. What was most convincing to all was that Hans displayed his amazing abilities when von Osten was not present. After this, the Hans legend exploded. Some now believed that the horse might be able to read minds.

But not everyone was so sure. Oskar Pfungst, a young scientist and member of the Hans Commission, wanted to do further testing. He asked a wider range of questions and tested far more variables than the previous study had. Hans still performed with flying colors, but Pfungst noticed two irregularities that made him curious.

First, while the commission had done an excellent job of controlling distractions for Hans, no one had considered what the horse paid attention to during the study. Pfungst made a note that Hans “never looked at the persons or the objects which he was to count, or at the words which he was to read, yet he nevertheless gave the proper responses.”

Second, nobody ever focused on the wrong answers that Hans gave. Yes, he was correct the vast majority of the time, but when he was incorrect, his answers were so off base, it implied he really didn’t “understand” the question. His wrong answers were the wrong kind of wrong.

So Pfungst decided to try something new: he put blinders on Hans so that the horse would be unable to see the questioner. Whammo. For the first time, Hans became aggressive. He forcefully resisted, straining to see the questioner. Finally, they managed to get him to complete the test with blinders on. His accuracy rate plummeted from 89 percent to 6 percent.

Pfungst was still confused—but he knew he was getting closer. This time he took the blinders off so Hans could see the questioner, but Pfungst made sure that the questioner didn’t actually know the answer himself. Again, Hans’s performance was terrible, going from 90 percent to only 10 percent accurate. If Hans couldn’t see the questioner or if the questioner didn’t know the answer, the horse’s IQ suddenly plummeted.

Pfungst finally understood. Hans wasn’t a genius. What Hans could do was read people extremely well. Research shows that horses are able to detect head movements in humans as small as one-fifth of a millimeter. Sufficiently motivated by a tasty lump of sugar, Hans was picking up on unconscious cues that questioners would make when he performed the correct number of stomps. Hans was just a regular horse, motivated by food, responding to stimuli. When he got startled, he didn’t stomp out, “Wow, that sure was surprising, huh?” No, he would whinny and bite someone nearby, like horses always have. After Pfungst released his results, von Osten did the rational, objective, scientific thing: he got totally pissed off, refused further testing, took his horse, and went home.

But Hans would have an enormous impact on not only psychology but science in general. Textbooks today still refer to “the Clever Hans effect,” which is also known as “the observer effect.”

If you’ve ever heard the term double-blind study, you can thank Hans. He led to its creation, which had a profound impact on how research is done. Normally medical studies give half the participants the active drug and half a placebo. But let’s say that as the experimenter, I know which one is the placebo, and whenever I give it to someone I snicker and roll my eyes. Just like with Hans, the experimenter knowing “the answer” can consciously or unconsciously inform the patient and reduce the objectivity of the experiment. So studies are done “double blind”—neither the patient nor the experimenter knows which is the placebo. Like putting blinders on Hans.

Hans wasn’t a genius—but he could read people. And if a horse can learn to read what’s on someone’s mind, certainly we can too . . . right?

* * *

Would you like to be able to read the minds of others? To know what those around you think and feel? Of course you would. We’re not crazy for wanting this ability. Research shows even a slight edge here is quite powerful. “Accurate person perception” has a conga line of personal and interpersonal benefits. Studies show that those who possess it are happier, less shy, better with people, have closer relationships, get bigger raises, and receive better performance reviews. When we look more specifically at those who are better interpreters of body language and nonverbal communication, we see similar positive effects.

Wow. Sign me up. Right? Only one problem: on average, the vast majority of us are absolutely horrible at these skills. I mean, comically bad. University of Chicago professor Nicholas Epley has found that when you’re dealing with strangers, you correctly detect their thoughts and feelings only 20 percent of the time. (Random chance accuracy is 5 percent.) Now, of course, you’re better when dealing with people you know . . . but not by much. With close friends you hit 30 percent, and married couples peak at 35 percent. In school that’s an F. Actually, it’s probably closer to a G. Whatever you think is going on in your spouse’s head, two-thirds of the time, you’re wrong.

Yet here’s the truly funny part: we think we’re awesome at reading others. Again, that pesky brain is telling us flattering stories. Ask people to rate their partner’s self-esteem, and they get it right 44 percent of the time. But they’re confident about their guesses 82 percent of the time. And the longer you’ve been together, the more your confidence goes up. Accuracy? No, that doesn’t improve. But you sure do get more confident.

How can we be so off base? And yet so confident in our inaccuracy? The technical term is egocentric anchoring. Epley says we’re too caught in our own perspective: “Survey after survey finds that most people tend to exaggerate the extent to which others think, believe, and feel as they do.” As with profiling, we’re too trapped inside our own heads and stories. Even when we try to take the perspective of others, studies show our accuracy doesn’t improve. Yeah, it reduces egocentric bias, but what we replace it with isn’t any better. When we ask others questions, our accuracy goes up, but we don’t do that enough. Usually, we just play in our own heads with our own stories and replace bad assumptions with different bad assumptions.

So who is notably better at passively reading the thoughts and feelings of others? If I was forced to give an answer in one word, I’d say nobody. That’s not true, strictly speaking. Obviously, some folks eke out an edge. But there seems to be a hard ceiling—and a rather low one at that. Mental health issues can confer superpowers in one area but are often balanced out by deficiencies in another. We’re all just pretty bad at this—while remaining blissfully unaware of our poor showing.

I know what some people are thinking: “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Aren’t women more accurate people readers than men?” Oh boy. Time to play hopscotch on the third rail. Political agendas and gender debates aside, in your heart of hearts, do you think there’s a difference between males and females when it comes to reading people? And what do you think a dump truck full of scientific studies says? (Drum roll, please.)

Yes, women are better. Female superiority in detecting nonverbal communication is well documented. It’s only about a 2 percent edge, but it’s very consistent across ages, testing methods, and cultures. That said, it’s not uniform. Women are no better at lie detection than men. The advantages are more pronounced in detecting facial expressions and in emotion recognition.

So why do you think women are better at this than men? Turns out it’s not the direct result of biology. It’s actually due to one of the things that can make all of us better mind readers: motivation.

When studies dig deep to look for the underlying cause, what many find is that women, on average, are more motivated to read people accurately than men are. They are simply more interested and try harder. A 2008 study by Geoff Thomas and Gregory Maio really drives the point home. What happens when researchers inform guys that being empathic will make women more interested in them? Bingo. Male motivation increased as did men’s ability to accurately perceive thoughts and feelings. Just like Hans wanting those carrots. Of course, there’s a flip side to this: when motivation drops, so does accuracy. Husbands in unhappy marriages can read random women’s nonverbals better than those of their wives. Oof.

To neuroscientists, all of this is totally unsurprising. They know just how lazy our brains are most of the time. Motivation is almost a neuroscientific panacea. Giving a crap makes our brains better at almost everything because our default is barely paying attention to anything. Michael Esterman, a professor at Boston University and cofounder of its Attention and Learning Lab, says, “The science shows that when people are motivated, either intrinsically, i.e., they love it; or extrinsically, i.e., they will get a prize, they are better able to maintain consistent brain activity, and maintain readiness for the unexpected.”

When people are judging romantic partners, accuracy goes up. And by the same token, when a study had anxiously attached women eavesdrop on their boyfriends talking to beautiful female researchers, guess what happened? Yup, their ability to correctly predict his answers to questions increased. But when there’s no loss or gain, our brains just idle along.

In this kind of book I’m supposed to coin catchy names for core principles, aren’t I? You know, like “The Five Second Rule” and all that. Wouldn’t want the genre police coming after me. I hereby dub this The Lazy Brain Axiom™.

So the first step to being better at reading people is to be curious. Even better is to provide yourself with some sort of external gain or loss that motivates you.

Problem is, even when sufficiently motivated, we can improve our skills only so much. We’re just naturally not that good at reading people. Motivation improves accuracy, but only with people who are sufficiently expressive and readable. If you’re dealing with someone who has a Botox-level poker face, motivation won’t help much. This leads to our second big insight: readability is more important than reading skills. People-reading skills aren’t that variable, but how readable people are ranges widely. Most of the reason we’re able to read people isn’t that we’re skilled; it’s that they’re expressive.

So as far as reading people’s thoughts and feelings goes, if “judging a book by its cover” means only passively evaluating people, then the myth is already pretty close to busted. We’ll give the maxim a fighting chance and assume that’s not what it means. But it still seems like we’re stuck. Should we just accept that we’re going to routinely misinterpret others and there’s not much we can do about it? Nope. To graduate first in my class, I can either improve my grades or make everyone else do worse. We’re going to focus on the latter, just like I did in school. So we’ll call this The Eric in High School Theorem™.

Since we can’t improve our people-reading skills that much, we have to focus our efforts on making others more readable.

Instead of passively analyzing them like Sherlock Holmes does on TV, we need to actively elicit stronger signals to get more telling reactions. The first and easiest method is to manipulate context. Would you learn more about someone over a cup of tea or by playing football with them? The first might get you more information (if you can trust what they say), but the latter would organically show you how they make decisions and strategize, and whether they bend the rules. The wider the variety of stimuli you expose them to, the more facets of who they are will become clear.

Bringing other people into the mix is powerful too. Having third parties present can show different sides of someone. (If you only dealt with someone in the presence of their boss, would you think you were seeing the full them?) And don’t talk about the weather. Emotional reactions are more honest, and “safe” conversation topics turn people into politicians, conveying little of substance. When researchers had people on first dates talk about STDs, abortion, and other taboo topics, they not only learned more about the other person, they reported enjoying the conversation more.

And as we’ve established, our own brains are often the problem here. We have a tendency to pay attention to the wrong signals. Which brings us to the issue of body language. And everybody just loves body language. But the literature is consistent—the value of consciously analyzing body language is grossly overrated. There’s a reason nobody has ever created a “Body Language Rosetta Stone.” Nonverbal cues are complex, context dependent, and idiosyncratic. We can never be certain what is causing what. Yes, they’re shivering, but you can’t be sure if that’s because they’re nervous or because they’re cold. And this point is critical: body language is utterly useless without a baseline. Some people always fidget, and it means nothing. Other people rarely fidget, and it’s very telling. But if you don’t know their default, you’re just letting your brain spin fanciful stories again.

Truth be told, if you wanted to focus on something, skip body language and laser focus on their speech. When we can hear someone but not see them, empathic ability declines only about
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