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Praise for Black Sheep

‘Richard Stephens demonstrates that the bad (“NEVER DO THAT!”) things in life do have their good, practical side.’

Marc Abrahams, founder of the Ig Nobel Prize

‘Packed with anecdotes from popular culture as well as intriguing accounts of scientific research, this book is a genial and knowledgeable guide to everyday vices from alcohol to chewing gum, which finds that there are often hidden virtues to be found in them, too. Richard Stephens wears his authority as a psychologist lightly, and in a warm, entertaining style offers his perspective that risk is not the same as danger; that life can be enriched by taking a few risks – depending on the context, of course.’

Michael Regnier, Science Writer/Editor at the Wellcome Trust
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Foreword

I know a man who gave up smoking, drinking, sex, and rich food. He was healthy right up to the day he killed himself.

Johnny Carson: television host, comedian, writer, producer, actor and musician.

In this Age of Information we are constantly inundated with facts, figures and opinions. Eat this, don’t eat that; do this, don’t do that. The flow of information is relentless. Through all of this a narrative has emerged on what we should be doing to stay healthy – don’t drink alcohol, avoid fatty food, take regular exercise. In fact the message seems to be that, if at all possible, we should avoid risk of any kind. But where’s the fun in that? Whoever wrote a book or made a film about characters that refused to take a chance?

As human beings we need to take risks to remind ourselves that we are alive. Of course, the trick is to take only the kinds of risks that will be to our ultimate benefit rather than ones that are likely to kill us. Risk-taking is often looked upon as irresponsible and bad – but there are hidden benefits of being bad, not just for the individual transgressor but also more widely. I can say this with some confidence because I am basing it on science – science such as this:

In the early 1980s a very unusual lecture took place. A professor took a risk and consequently what might have been a run-of-the-mill conference presentation instead became unique and memorable. The title of the lecture, ‘Vaso-active therapy for erectile dysfunction’ was not unusual for the American Urological Society annual meeting. But as his talk got under way some audience members wondered about the unusually informal attire the distinguished academic presenter had chosen to wear that evening. Around midway through, however, all became clear. To gasps, the ageing and bespectacled professor stepped out from behind the rostrum and pulled his tracksuit trousers tightly around his crotch. This act revealed two things to the shrieking and incredulous audience. The first was that the speaker had chosen his own penis as the subject of investigation. The second was that he seemed to be making very good progress with the research…

Picture now a different scene. It’s early spring and the head professor of a university psychology department is ambling along its corridors. There is a buzz of activity as undergraduate students conduct the research that they will write up into their final year dissertation reports. From behind ajar doors the professor hears the murmur of answered questions, the click of keyboards and even the sound of music as enthusiastic students put their assumptions and hypotheses to the test. However, the sounds emanating from one doorway stand out, and the professor stops dead trying to fathom out what is occurring as a clear but strained voice repeats a syllable notable for its unexpectedness within the hallowed corridors of a university: ‘fuck… fuck… fuck…’. I’ll have to confess, that’s my lab and those are some of my students carrying out research into the hidden benefits of swearing – finding, in this instance, that bad language can make us more tolerant of pain.

Now imagine you are driving a car. It’s a nice day, there are some other vehicles around but it’s not congested and you’re making good progress. As you pass under one of many bridges across the road I want you to freeze the action and survey the scene in front of you – the view under the bridge, the windscreen, the inside of the car, your own body. Now – what are you doing with your hands? Do you have both hands on the wheel? Maybe one hand is on the gear stick or draped out of the open window. Psychologists from the University of Canterbury, New Zealand, have watched many cars pass under similar bridges and they can tell what kind of driver you are and how likely you are to have an accident based on the very simple matter of how you hold your steering wheel. Clearly it’s bad to drive one-handed but psychologists have found one hidden benefit – the very simple matter of how you hold your steering wheel can signal how likely you are to have an accident.

As well as providing scientific insights into the hidden benefits of being bad, the preceding paragraphs provide some examples of what psychology researchers do. At the time of writing, the American Psychological Association’s PsycINFO® database contained details of more than three million psychology research papers published worldwide. The topics researched range from social ostracism to emotional intelligence, from music appreciation to pain perception, from religion to death. They are a microcosm of human experience and reflect how the psychology researcher’s world is as diverse as the real world it seeks to understand. Through its research psychology has attempted to answer a huge variety of questions around people. It has something to say about sex (What underlies physical attraction?), addiction (Why do some people develop problem drinking?) and bad language (Does swearing serve any purpose?), to name but a few areas. Whatever turns you on, for any human sphere of activity, there’s likely to be a piece of psychology research that can inform that interest.

This book is full of the most surprising tales from the world of psychological science illustrating the hidden benefits of being bad. I have done my utmost to portray the science in this book accurately, but there are some caveats to that. In places I have simplified the description of studies so that instead of discussing them in their full intricate detail I have talked only about parts that are relevant. This I have done for the sole purpose of making the science more easily explained and understood by the reader. What I haven’t done is made exhaustive searches through entire literatures for all studies that exist on any one topic. It can happen that a study gets published showing X to be the case, but follow-up studies cannot reproduce the effect. It happens – science is full of contradictions and psychological science is no exception. I talk about a number of these (for example contradictory research on whether chewing gum can relieve stress in Chapter 7). However, as a popular science book aiming to tell some interesting stories about research, I may have missed others. Don’t take the accounts in these pages as gospel.

People often share opinions on politics, music and sport but rarely on science. Yet there are now cultural movements aiming to bring science into the mainstream and so increase the general level of ‘science savvy’ in modern life. Examples of these include TV shows such as Mythbusters and Dara Ó Briain’s Science Club, and live evening events such as Cafe Scientifique and Skeptics in the Pub. I think one issue here is a problem with the public perception of what science is. The general view is that science is all about lab coats, high-tech gadgets and indecipherable equations. But that’s not the core of what science is – it’s actually very simple. When scientists carry out experiments they are looking to set up a fair test of a phenomenon at question – no more or less than this.

I sincerely hope I can convince you of this as you read on and I hope too that I can pique your interest to find out more about psychology research. This is a book about sex, addiction, bad language and fast driving. It tells of the hidden benefits of diverse activities from doodling to chewing gum and from using a footbridge to riding on a roller-coaster. There will be romance, adventure, close brushes with death and an abundance of interesting ideas and fascinating research findings, many of which you won’t see coming. Here is an open door into psychological science; why don’t you come in?

Richard Stephens, February 2015
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