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Our brains are truly amazing things. And while the oft quoted line about there 
being more synapses in the human brain than there are atoms in the universe 
is a fallacy, the fact remains our brains are infinitely complex, and not always 
logical. Here are some things that we do that surprise even ourselves. 

by Nina Gan

We’re Not as Intuitive as We Think
Most of us would think that we know a lot about 
other people – even if we don’t know them 
personally. We assume that they’d like bingsu, 
football or Warcraft the same way we do. It turns 
out that we don’t, really. In many studies, people 
were asked 2 questions in response to a situa-
tion: what they think other people would do, and 
what they would do. Most of the time, they’re the 
same answers. But, that’s not always correct; in 
fact, you can do this experiment amongst  

 
your friends – some examples you can use 
include movie reviews or the age-old cat vs. dog 
argument.

Most people often assume others 
think the way they do because 
of our egocentric bias, and that’s 
dubbed by psychologists as a 
‘False Consensus Effect’. 

Will You Help a Stranger?
What would you do if you saw someone in need 
of help, and you’re close enough to attend to 
them? Your response, as it turns out, matters if 
you were alone, or with a bunch of other people. 
And it’s nothing to do with you being a good 
samaritan vs. cold-hearted.

In a series of 
classic studies,  
it turns out that  
people are more  
 

 
likely to aid others if they were alone, but when 
other people are around them – especially if 
they’re not rushing to help – then the likelihood 
drops by half. 

Nicknamed the ‘Bystander Effect’, researchers 
singled out 2 factors that affect this behavior: dif-
fusion of responsibility where individuals don’t 
feel the pressure to act since the responsibility 
is shared; and social conditioning – if nobody 
reacts, then they feel they don’t have to (or feel 
it’s inappropriate to play the ‘hero’). 

We All Lie To Ourselves
Here’s something that we all do regardless 
of intelligence. We tend to sometimes make 
ourselves believe in something just because we 
want to make ourselves feel good about it. 
Take smokers, for instance. They know that 
smoking is bad, but they convince themselves 
that their enjoyment outweighs the risks, or that 
the risks are overstated, or simply because they 
fear gaining weight if they stop. 

This is what psychologists call ‘cognitive 
dissonance’ – when we believe in what we 
know isn’t true. We often base our action 
on our set of beliefs, and if our actions 
don’t match them, we have an internal 
conflict. 

In the real world, it can be detrimental to 
our judgement. 
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You may have free will to 
do whatever you want as an 
individual, but when it comes 
to your reactions, it seems that 
your biology has already hard-
wired your brain into certain, 
inexplicable patterns, making 
you do what everyone else does. 
No matter how smart you are.

Little by Little
Psychologically, titration is the idea that if 
something outrageous is done incrementally, 

you can convince people to believe in 
it. For example, if a random stranger 
approaches you and asks for a dollar 
– you hesitate, but then they reveal 
that they just lost their job. You give 
them a dollar, but then they go on 
to say that they had to take care of 
their elderly parent. You might be 
persuaded to give more. Then they go 
on to mention that their pet fish just 
died and they need to pay for a fu-
neral. Eventually, there’s a saturation 

point when a lie becomes so outrageous that 
you rebel. It works if a lie starts small, but if they 

opened with needing money for a fish funeral, 
you would have walked away immediately. 

Surprisingly, this ‘saturation point’ can be hard 
to reach, thanks to our gullible side. Because our 
brains are hyper-complex, there are numerous 
mitigating factors affecting people’s propensity 
to put aside reasonable doubts during titration. 
The instigator is going fishing for the most they 
can get out of you – it’s the same principle that 
make people fall for love scams, where conmen 
persuade victims to part with their money little 
by little, before amounts snowball to tens of 
thousands.

First Impressions May Be Wrong
If you’re approached by someone in a 
uniform – say a police officer or an Apple 
employee – chances are you’d trust what 
they’re doing to be the correct thing. Our 
belief in authority figures extends beyond 
uniforms – we tend to trust those with 
fancy titles (like Dr, or PhD), or someone 
with the fancy trappings (like a sports 
car), or someone successful. Sometimes 
we tend to lose our rationality when it 
comes to these people 
because it only takes 1 
second to evaluate their 
trustworthiness. 

Same goes for attractive 
people – we tend to 
assume they’re more 
capable or more 
intelligent. This is 

considered the ‘Halo Effect’, when we 
assume that someone is successful simply 
because they’re attractive. For example, 
a teacher may assume a well-groomed 
student is  
more intelligent, or 
that good-looking 
employees may 
get paid more.

Fear and Empathy
It’s fair to say that the average human is decent 
and empathic. But what happens when you 
throw fear into the equation? 

You may be familiar with the numerous 
shootings in the US – thousands of people 
empathised with the victims, sending them 
“thoughts and prayers”. But do they really 
empathise? With the threat of death so close 
to home, fervent calls to ban guns has actually 
done the opposite: people rushed to buy more 
guns. It seems their fear of having guns taken 
away overrides their empathy for the victims. 

So, self preservation trumps altruism in most 
people – meaning ‘kia-
suism’ is not uniquely 
Singaporean. And 
neither is ‘kiasi’.

Ratting You Out
In what may be the most interesting theoretical 
example of ‘kiasuism’ ever, the ‘prisoner’s 
dilemma’ is what happens when you pit logic 
against trust, and a fear of punishment. 
 

You’ve seen it in countless cop dramas – 
interrogators who lack evidence try to get two 
accomplices to rat each other out. Since the 
accomplices can’t communicate with each other, 
they assume the other will act in their own best 

interest. The accomplices know 
that even if they refused to im-
plicate each other, they wouldn’t 
be in trouble; ironically in most 
cases, they both talk, fully impli-
cating each other. The dilemma 
itself is a theoretical ‘game’ that 
was developed to understand our 
often illogical responses to many 
potentially cooperative situations. 
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