ILLUSIONS

Take
Your Pick?

Cognitive scientists and magicians
know that free choice can be an illusion

We think we know what we want—but
do we, really? In 2005 Lars Hall and Pet-
ter Johansson, both at Lund University
in Sweden, ran an experiment that trans-
formed how cognitive scientists think
about choice. The experimental setup
looked deceptively simple. A study par-
ticipant and researcher faced each other
across a table. The scientist offered two
photographs of young women deemed
equally attractive by an independent
focus group. The subject then had to
choose which portrait he or she found
more appealing.

Next, the experimenter turned both
pictures over, moved them toward the
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subjects and asked them to pick up the
photo they just chose. Subjects com-
plied, unaware that the researcher had
just performed a swap using a sleight-of-
hand technique known to conjurers as
black art. Because your visual neurons
are built to detect and enhance contrast,
it is very hard to see black on black: a
magician dressed in black against a
black velvet backdrop can look like a
floating head.

Hall and Johansson deliberately used
a black tabletop in their experiment. The
first photos their subjects saw all had
black backs. Behind those, however,
they hid a second picture of the opposite
face with a red back. When the experi-
menter placed the first portrait face
down on the table, he pushed the second
photo toward the subject. When partic-
ipants picked up the red-backed photos,
the black-backed ones stayed hidden
against the table’s black surface—that s,
until the experimenter could surrepti-
tiously sweep them into his lap.

The first surprise was that the image
switches often went undetected: Hall and
Johansson reported that their subjects re-
alized that the photo they picked up was
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not their actual choice only 26 percent of
the time. Then came an even bigger
shock. When the researchers asked the
participants to explain their selection—
remember, they chose the other picture—
they did not falter: “She’s radiant. I would
rather have approached her at a bar than
the other one. Ilike [her] earrings!” a sub-
ject said, even though the woman he actu-
ally chose had no earrings. Pants on fire.

Over and over, the participants made
up just-so stories to account for their
nonchoices. Instead of pondering their
picks first and then acting on them, the
study subjects appeared to act first and
think later. Their improbable justifica-
tions indicate that we can use hindsight
to determine our own motives—just as
we might speculate about what drives
someone else’s behavior after the fact.
In their now classic paper, Hall and
Johansson dubbed this new illusion
“choice blindness.”

Choice blindness reveals that not only
are our choices often more constrained
than we think, but our sense of agency in
decision making can be a farce in which
we are the first to deceive ourselves. Here
we present a few other examples. M
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Tricks your mind plays on you

It’s a famous trick: A magician asks a member of the audience to join him onstage.
With a flourish, he presents the volunteer with a fan of playing cards and asks

him or her to pick one. The spectator points. “Are you sure that’s the card you
want?” the magician asks. Would you prefer the card to its left or right? The choice
is yours.” The spectator makes a seemingly free choice onstage that somehow
ends up playing a critical part in the magician’s grand finale.

Did the magician know in advance how the spectator would choose? Or was the
choice predetermined in another way? For centuries, magicians—using a technique
called forcing—have known how to secretly impose their own choices onto a spec-
tator’s. In a recent study, neuroscientists at the University of Buenos Aires and the
Institute of Neurosciences of Alicante in Spain found that naive subjects participat-
ing in an experiment—which was presented as a magic show—felt just as free
about choices forced on them as those they actually made.

The experiment used two methods, classical forcing and visual forcing. (Spoiler
alert! Stop reading now if you do not want to learn how it works.) In classical forcing,
the magician uses timing to force a specific card on the spectator. For instance, the
magician will handle a deck of cards, presenting one card at a time, such that the
“forced” card is closest to the spectator’s
fingers at that moment he or she reaches
to grab one. Visual forcing relies on
principles that are well known to
visual scientists and psycholo-
gists in the lab. Onstage, a magi-
cian will riffle a deck of cards in
front of a spectator’s eyes
and ask him or her to choose
the card that produced the
clearest mental picture. In
fact, only one or two cards in
the deck will have been clear-
ly visible by virtue of their
placement (the last couple of
cards in the deck will have been
most discernible) or longer expo-
sure (the magician can ensure that
a card is seen longer by slightly fold-
ing it, for instance).

ROCKING THE VOTE

In a subsequent experiment, published in 2013,
Hall and Johansson set out to change political atti-
tudes during a general election in Sweden using
choice blindness techniques. Study participants
stated their voting intentions for the upcoming
election and filled out a survey, revealing their
attitudes toward hot-topic issues under debate by
Sweden'’s left- and right-wing coalitions. Then the
researchers once more used sleight of hand to
alter the respondents’ replies, presenting them
with the opposite political views to their own. When
invited to explain these doctored survey respons-
es, 92 percent of the participants accepted and
endorsed them! Moreover, almost half of the
respondents indicated a willingness to consider
changing their vote, based on the manipulated
results—a much higher percentage than the

10 percent of voters who were prone to swing
according to established political polls.

In 2010 Hall and Johansson set up a taste
test at a supermarket. They presented
shoppers with two samples of either
jam or tea and asked them to pick
a favorite. Then they secretly
flipped the containers over and
offered one more taste of the
favorite, which was, in fact, not
what had been chosen. (The
containers had two compart-
ments, with openings at the

top and bottom.) When asked

to explain their “decision,”

the shoppers pointed out the
switcheroo only a third of the
time. Even when the options were
as distinct as sweet cinnamon
apple and bitter grapefruit, they
noticed the switch only half the time.
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